CULTIVATING CHANGE: NEW PRODUCTS FROM COSTA RICAS COUNTRYSIDE by Ricci, Erin Michelle
University of Kentucky 
UKnowledge 
University of Kentucky Doctoral Dissertations Graduate School 
2008 
CULTIVATING CHANGE: NEW PRODUCTS FROM COSTA RICAS 
COUNTRYSIDE 
Erin Michelle Ricci 
University of Kentucky, egreg2@uky.edu 
Right click to open a feedback form in a new tab to let us know how this document benefits you. 
Recommended Citation 
Ricci, Erin Michelle, "CULTIVATING CHANGE: NEW PRODUCTS FROM COSTA RICAS COUNTRYSIDE" 
(2008). University of Kentucky Doctoral Dissertations. 579. 
https://uknowledge.uky.edu/gradschool_diss/579 
This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at UKnowledge. It has been 
accepted for inclusion in University of Kentucky Doctoral Dissertations by an authorized administrator of 
UKnowledge. For more information, please contact UKnowledge@lsv.uky.edu. 





















The Graduate School 
 
University of Kentucky 
 
2008 
CULTIVATING CHANGE:  








ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION 
_____________________________________ 
 
A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in the 
College of Arts and Sciences 















Copyright © Erin Michelle Ricci 2008 





CULTIVATING CHANGE:  
NEW PRODUCTS FROM COSTA RICA’S COUNTRYSIDE 
 
This dissertation examines rural families’ responses to global and local situations 
that have made earning a livelihood as a farmer very difficult.  Drawing from original 
research, including a household livelihood census of 195 households, interviews with 72 
people, participant observation, and archival research, the dissertation explores how rural 
families have responded to declines in domestic agricultural markets fueled by global and 
national forces and local environmental change.  It asks: what impact will small farming 
families’ responses to these forces of change have on people’s identities as peasants?  I 
argue that while great change is underway in the countryside, peasant identity continues 
to flourish as people on the ground re-work and re-negotiate what it means to be a 
peasant.    
This research provides a voice to those often overlooked by macro-analyses of 
economic, political, or cultural development by providing rich ethnographic details on 
how global forces impact otherwise out-of-the way places.  This dissertation critically 
examines what is meant by development and change, what development and change look 
like in a local, grounded context and what current trends can teach us about the future of 
rural areas both in Costa Rica and in other regions of the world experiencing similar 
phenomena: increasing educational opportunities for youth, a continued opening up of 
agricultural markets, a blurring of the line between the urban and the rural, and declining 
environmental quality.   
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  CHAPTER ONE 
 
PRECARIOUS TIMES FOR THE PEASANTRY: 
POLITICAL, ECONOMIC, ENVIRONMENTAL, AND CULTURAL  




No Left Swings Here 
 
 
Costa Rica rarely makes international headlines, but 2006’s presidential election 
took Costa Ricans and international political analysts by surprise when a candidate from 
outside of Costa Rica’s two-party system nearly defeated Oscar Arias (Lopes 2006).  
Perhaps even more surprising was the platform that propelled the candidate, Otton Solís, 
into favor.  He argued that parts of The Central American Free Trade Agreement 
(CAFTA)1 should be renegotiated, while Arias argued for CAFTA’s immediate 
ratification by the Legislative Assembly.  Solís was particularly concerned about the 
impact that the trade agreement would have on the poor, including small farmers.  During 
his campaign Solís stated, “The middle class is bordering on poverty and the poor are at 
the point of misery...something bad is happening in Costa Rica: much wealth is produced, 
but few benefit” (Kendrick 2006).  Compare this with Arias’s upbeat “Yes, we can” 
campaign slogan and one can guess that the two men hold very different ideas about the 
future of Costa Rica- Arias upbeat and optimistic about the promises of expanded free 
trade and economic growth.  Solís skeptical and concerned about the nation’s position in 
the ever-confounding global marketplace. 
The election surprised analysts for other reasons.  Since the 1948 Civil War, 
Costa Ricans have generally selected between two parties, that National Liberation Party 
(PLN) and the Social Christian Party (PUSC), but recent bribery scandals have 
devastated former presidents in both parties and disgusted the Costa Rican populace, 
providing political space for parties like Solis’s Citizen’s Action Party (PAC) that was 
formed in 2001 (McKinley 2001).  The Costa Rican electoral surprise can also be 
contextualized more broadly as part of a Latin American swing back to the Left.  As one 
                                                 
1 The agreement is popularly known as CAFTA in the United States and TLC in Costa Rica. 
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reporter noted, “a quiet revolution appears to be underway in Latin America, as changes 
that guerillas failed to achieve- or achieved only partially- in the 1970s and 1980s are 
coming about at the ballot box” (Fraser 2006).  Consider recent presidential elections in 
Latin America-  Lula da Silva’s re-election victory in Brazil (despite claims of corruption 
in his administration), Evo Morales’ victory in Bolivia, Michelle Bachelet’s election in 
Chile, Rafael Correa’s ascent to power in Ecuador, and Hugo Chavez’s ability to 
increasingly concentrate his authority.  Likewise, in Mexico, the near presidential victory 
of Lopez Obrador and recent social unrest over the price of basic foodstuffs like tortillas 
illustrates that poor Mexicans are still waiting to see the benefits of the North American 
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).  Indeed, Latin American nations whose leaders once 
appeared as U.S. pawns are now boldly defiant to the United States.  Correa’s 
inauguration, for example, was attended by Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
(Bachelet 2007).  Surely, analysts insist, this is a sign that the people of Latin America 
are rejecting the notion that neoliberal market reforms pushed on Latin America by the 
West can fulfill their social and economic needs.  
 
CAFTA’s Strange Rites of Passage 
 
In Costa Rica, the dialogue that fueled political debate in the last presidential 
election was also about free trade with the West. CAFTA has hung around the nation’s 
political doorstep for years now- a perpetual dweller on the threshold, neither asked 
nicely to go home, nor welcomed in with overwhelming gusto.   Solís, in his unsuccessful 
presidential bid, sought a renegotiating of CAFTA, while Arias played the role of free-
trade advocate.  According to a Council on Hemispheric Affairs Report: 
An important aspect of the unexpected ending to the race was that Ottón Solis’ 
unusual strong showing on the PAC line can in part be attributed to the fact that 
he was identified by many Costa Rican voters as perhaps their nation’s milder 
version of a left-leaning “pink tide” candidate, who might represent the reformist 
movement which today is sweeping Latin America” (COHA 2006). 
 
While I was in the field then President Abel Pacheco seemed to refuse taking an official 
position on CAFTA, which made it possible for him to avoid sending the treaty on to the 
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Legislative Assembly for ratification2.  In an attempt to prolong the debate, he 
established an all-male committee of “experts” to determine if CAFTA would be a 
positive step in Costa Rican development or a precarious one.   
                                                
While all other Central American nations had ratified the treaty, Costa Rica sat at 
an impasse.  Lobbyists from big business paid for expensive, glossy television 
advertisements in popular timeslots that showed the promises of free trade.  Successful 
commercial farmers were included in commercial spots.  They walked among their large 
landholdings of ornamental flowers, mangoes, or vegetables, and spoke about CAFTA as 
a clear-cut solution to Costa Rica’s development woes.  Students, workers’ organizations, 
and peasant3 organizations, on the other hand, held protests urging people to rally 
together to reject the agreement.    
Despite the fact that CAFTA was a hot news topic throughout my year-long 
fieldwork in Costa Rica in 2005, most of the people in Los Bajos4 had little to say about 
it.  At one meeting of a campesino organization I attended, a national representative of 
the organization, in an effort to gather local campesinos together for an anti-CAFTA rally 
asked the audience of about two hundred and fifty, “how many of you all have attended a 
rally before?”  Perhaps five people raised a hand.  Although CAFTA was big news on the 
national level, few small farmers where I lived could be described as part of the national 
anti-CAFTA movement.  I knew of no one from the communities where I lived who 




2 His administration had signed the pact originally, but when the time came to send it to the Legislative 
Assembly the Pacheco administration waffled and did not submit it for approval. 
3 I will use the term peasant and campesino interchangeably throughout this dissertation. 
4 Los Bajos is a pseudonym for the rural area where I conducted dissertation research.  Three communities 
were included in the household census, and I call these communities Bajo Uno, Bajo Dos, and Bajo Tres.   
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Figure 1.1:  A meeting of campesinos in the municipal center of San Ignacio de 
Acosta. (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
 
When I left Costa Rica in late 2005, I had no sense of the near revolution that was 
set to occur, and apparently few political analysts failed to sense it also. However, with 
Arias emerging as the presidential victor in 2006, CAFTA passage appeared likely.  On 
February 26, 2007 over twenty thousand anti-CAFTA protestors filled the streets of San 
Jose (Stanley 2007).  While Arias reported to appreciate their spirit, he maintained his 
pro-CAFTA positioning. An even larger group of protesters took to the streets of San 
Jose on Sunday, September 30, 2007.  An estimated 100,000 protesters voiced their 
disproval in the run up to a nationwide CAFTA referendum, quite a turn out considering 
the nation numbers only about 4 million (McPhaul 2007).  On October 8, 2007 Costa 
Ricans approved CAFTA in a referendum by a 52% to 48% margin (Hirsch 2007).  The 





CAFTA? NAFTA? Do We Hafta? 
 
According to many scholars, trade agreements like CAFTA or NAFTA do less to 
achieve some ethereal principle of global free trade and more to create geopolitical 
bilateral trade agreements that have questionable impacts on the so-called global free 
marketplace (Altieri 2003; Cooper 2002; Sampson 2004). As of 2005, the Bush 
administration was involved in seventeen bilateral or regional trade agreement initiatives 
(Paggi, et. al 2005).   According to Paggi, et. al:  
The essence of a free trade agreement is to open up markets to greater access from 
partner countries.  Given that most CAFTA-DR products already enter the United 
States duty free, the majority of US producers will not be harmed by increased 
imports.  On the other hand, the opening up of new markets in the Central 
American region promises much in the way of benefits to US agriculture 
(2005:2). 
 
President Bush incites the idea of free trade as being the panacea to the 21st century’s 
political and developmental problems, calling for the creation of “an entire hemisphere 
that lives in liberty and trades in freedom” (Bush, OPS 3/23/2002).  In an address to the 
World Affairs Council in 2002 he remarked: 
Some question the fairness of free and open trade, while holding out the false 
comfort of protectionism. And there is an even greater danger- that some may 
come to doubt democracy itself.  Our answers to these questions and doubts must 
be consistent:  The hopes of all our peoples, everybody who lives in this 
hemisphere, no matter where they live-lie in greater freedom.  Free markets and 
open trade are the best weapons against poverty, disease, and tyranny (Quoted in 
Altieri 2003, from the WAC Conference 1/16/2002). 
 
But, as George Bush is want to do, his rhetoric of free trade does not match his practice, 
evidenced in the crafting of bi-lateral trade agreements based more in geopolitics than in 
free-trade economics.  
CAFTA can be tied to an overall trend in Costa Rica’s later twentieth century 
history that has witnessed the nation-state and business leaders struggling to position 
themselves in a favorable way with leading political and financial powers like the United 
States of America. What neoliberal reforms have meant for small farmers in Los Bajos is 
a disappearing domestic market for their basic grains coupled with reduced governmental 
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support of small farmers.  This has forced small farming families to make difficult 
decisions about how to remain living in the countryside that they adore, while also 
making a living that satisfies their families’ needs. 
What the near-successful candidacy of Ottón Solís showed the world was that 
many Costa Ricans are still unconvinced by the promises of so-called free trade. I am too.  
I went to Costa Rica to study how small farming households had responded to economic 
challenges ushered in by the Latin American debt crisis of the early eighties and 
exacerbated by their government’s response to that crisis.  What I had not yet fully 
appreciated was the way that other forces, namely environmental and cultural ones, were 
also re-shaping the face of the countryside.  My time in Costa Rica taught me that there 
are rarely neat frameworks to employ in order to understand a situation as complex as the 
changing face of the countryside.   
Today, Oscar Arias has returned to his former post as president of Costa Rica, so 
at least for now Costa Rica will not appear among the list of countries that have recently 
elected left-leaning leaders.  Arias’s return to power was also noteworthy because since 
the Civil War in 1948 in Costa Rica, presidents had not been permitted to run for second 
terms.  Arias petitioned for a change to the Costa Rican constitution to be able to run for 
a second, nonconsecutive term, and he was victorious- both in achieving the 
constitutional change and in winning the 2006 election for president.   
Known world-wide as a promoter of peace as the recipient of a Nobel Peace Prize 
in 1987 for helping draft a peace accord in Central America, it was under Arias’s tutelage 
in the 80’s that Costa Rica began its swing away from a program that combined an agro-
export model based on the global sale of coffee, bananas, and beef while also supporting 
local agricultural production of basic grains, to an agricultural policy that turned its back 
on basic grain producers (Edelman 1999; Clark 2001; Hansen-Kuhn 1993). This switch 
was part of a greater program of International Monetary Fund, USAID, and World Bank 
structural adjustments accepted by Costa Rica as part of their debt-reduction strategy. 
Before this switch, Costa Rica had focused heavily on domestic food production and was 
close to self-sufficiency (Hansen-Kuhn 1993). 
According to one Costa Rican publication aimed at explaining the “agriculture of 
change” to small producers, the new agricultural model was: 
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...to look to develop an agriculture totally oriented to the world market.  The 
agriculture of change works in conjunction with state politics to strengthen 
traditional farming, like coffee and bananas; to promote non-traditional 
agriculture like the maracuya, macadamia, soy, ornamental plants, and flowers for 
exportation, and to elevate technology, mechanization, and production (increase 
the yields of cultivars per hectare)(Gaete 1990:9, author’s translation). 
 
In the new “agriculture of change” Costa Rica began importing, of all things, beans and 
corn, claiming that they could more cheaply import the grains than they could buy them 
from domestic producers.  Grain also poured into the nation in the form of PL-480 “food 
for peace” loans from USAID.  Hansen-Kuhn (1993) summarizes some of the impact of 
the “agriculture of change” nicely: 
For Costa Rica's small domestic-market producers, the "Agriculture of Change" 
has been a disaster. According to farmers' organizations, the emphasis on export 
production has led to a deepening dependence on imported food, including 
subsidized U.S. food aid that competes with local production. Since the early 
1980s Costa Rica has gone from near self-sufficiency in food production to 
importing over one half of all cereals consumed. Corn and beans imported under 
USAID's P.L.480 food assistance program have undercut national production, and 
wheat imports, though not in competition with local crops, have altered consumer 
tastes.  The result of adjustment measures imposed by the World Bank and the 
food aid administered by USAID in Costa Rica has been greater debt and a loss of 
food security. 
 
According to political scientists, Costa Rica’s economic adjustments have reflected a 
gradualist approach rather than a “shock treatment” one (Clark 2001).  But just how 
gradual this process feels to people on the ground is up for debate.   
It would appear that the adjustments of the 80’s and 90’s have accomplished little 
in stemming the national debt or improving the quality of life for citizens of Costa Rica.  
2005 witnessed record increase in the prices of a canasta basica, or basic grocery 
purchases (Leitón 2005).  The March 2005 canasta basica had increased 21% as 
compared to March of 2004. A basic food basket in Costa Rica consists of products like 
rice, tuna, sugar, bananas, coffee, onions, chayote, spaghetti, black beans, red beans, corn 
flour, flour, eggs, dried milk, butter, and other basic components of a diet. A Costa Rican 
newspaper article explained, “...An average family (3.8 people) now requires at least 
66,119 colones a month in order to supply minimum nutritional requirements, while a 
year ago, they needed 54,744 colones” (Leitón 2005).  Using the 2005 exchange rate, an 
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average Costa Rican family required about 140 dollars a month to buy essential foods. A 
polling of Costa Rican citizens in 2005 paid for by La Nación found that Costa Ricans’ 
greatest concern was the high cost of living (Villalobos 2005).  In September of 2002, 
Abel Pacheco’s administration announced a new program, Vida Nueva, designed to 
combat poverty in Costa Rica by creating new schools, increasing access to public water, 
increasing the number of poor families who had titles to their property, and increasing 
home ownership (Alvarado 2004).  One reporter noted that as of October 2004, 
Pacheco’s Vida Nueva program “se queda en el papel,” or remained on paper only 
(Alvarado 2004). 
In Los Bajos, most people who continue to farm coffee own small plots and, 
coffee is but one small part of a variety of crops that come from the region.  Most parts of 
Los Bajos sit in low altitude zones, and the coffee quality is lower.  Nevertheless, many 
residents of Los Bajos depend on income working as coffee laborers during harvest, so 
even if they are not owners of coffee producing lands, times of economic busts hit them 
hard, as they earn less for their labor when prices fall.   
An international “coffee crisis” brought about by excessive global production has 
meant plummeting coffee prices for Costa Rican coffee producers and reminded Costa 
Ricans of the precarious world market in coffee (World Bank Press Release 2003; Ponte 
2002; Borges 2003, 2004). In 1994, for example, a 46 kg bushel of Costa Rican coffee 
sold for $220.90 on the New York market.  In 2004, the same bushel sold for just $74.19 
(Borges 2003).  This should have come as no surprise to most involved in Costa Rican 
coffee production, as the nation has been through cycles of boom and bust since entering 
into coffee production in the 19th century (Sick 1999).   
To be sure, Costa Rica’s economic woes have been felt in other sectors of the 
population besides small farming families.  Increases in crime in the “land of tranquility” 
have led to overflowing prisons, which has ironically provided sources of employment 
for rural men and women who work as prison guards (Baxter-Neal 2007). Unemployment 
has pushed many into informal economic sectors, most visible in the busy city streets 
where people peddle products like cans of juice, cell phone holders, and professional 
soccer jerseys to drivers, whom the salespeople assume have the expendable income to 
purchase such niceties (Sainz 1998).  
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Other Agricultural Changes in “Los Bajos” 
 
In Los Bajos, the “agriculture of change” hit small producers particularly hard; 
however, throughout the 80’s and 90’s national agro-economic restructuring was not the 
only agent reconfiguring the countryside.  Four crops of great importance to the region of 
Los Bajos:  citrus, beans, corn, and coffee faced local environmental challenges as well.  
Farmers reported to me that it was during the 70’s and 80’s that they began noticing 
decreased yield in their beans and corn, an episode many attributed to the loss of precious 
topsoil (personal interviews).  Climactic variation led to great losses of bean crops, 
leading the national government to declare a state of emergency in 1990 in the region 
where Los Bajos is located after strong rains ruined many bean crops (Costa Rica 1990).  
Ten years later, climactic unpredictability continued to plague bean farmers (Arguero 
Rojas 2000). 
Meanwhile, small coffee plots were under fire from la roya, or leaf rust.  This 
coffee infirmity led to numerous states of emergency or mandatory government 
regulations to prevent its spread (c.f. Costa Rica 1970; Costa Rica 1983; Costa Rica 
1998). In the late 80’s and early 90’s, in response to la roya, some small farmers in Los 
Bajos simply began pulling up their coffee plants, bidding farewell to an important source 
of agricultural income.  Throughout Northern Latin America one can find small coffee 
producers abandoning production (Rice 1999).  Today, a new invader, known as la 
broca, a coffee boring beetle, poses serious threats to coffee production as well (Delgado 
2000). 
Citrus farmers of Los Bajos have suffered severe losses in production due to 
infestations of the Mediterranean fruit fly.  The fruit fly had caused problems in Costa 
Rica since the 1950’s (Diario Nacional 1955; Diario de Costa Rica 1955), but cuts in 
government-supported programs (part of larger “adjustment” strategies) to fight the fly’s 
dreadful impacts led to the fly’s increasingly negative impacts on local production.  The 
fly’s presence continues to pose challenges (Barquero 2005).  One citrus farmer told me 
that in one orange grove where he cut oranges, of the total number of oranges he 
harvested, he had to discard about one-third due to the presence of the fly’s larvae in the 
fruit.   
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When one considers the multitude of local and global challenges small farming 
families of Los Bajos face, perhaps it is exceptional that they continue to stay and farm at 
all.  These are farming families for which embracing the “agriculture of change” was not 
feasible or desirable.  These households did not possess the excess capital to invest in 
new agricultural enterprises, and furthermore, many people simply were not interested in 
taking up a totally new way of earning a livelihood.   
Today, despite poor agricultural markets and decreases in agricultural production, 
many small producers of Los Bajos continue to raise the crops that were raised by their 
parents and grandparents.  They continue to sell surplus to produce buyers and they 
continue to consume food they produced themselves.  But much has changed as well.  
Many farming families have moved into new types of work, and most youth, rather than 
ending their formal education with graduation from primary school, now continue onto a 
technical high school in the municipal center of the canton.  Once full-time farmers now 
board busses every other week bound for urban San Jose’s penitentiaries where they 
work as prison guards.  Other former farmers seek out work in sporadic construction 
sites, while some simply have no work at all.  Middle-aged women continue to be 
frustrated by a lack of opportunity to earn income.  Young men and women, armed with 
once unheard of opportunities to obtain a technical degree from high school and move 




Figure 1.2:  The bus that carries students and workers from Los Bajos to the 
municipal center. (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
 
Appadurai poses a query of great relevance to the situation contemporary peasants 
in Los Bajos face. He asks:  
How do small groups, especially families, the classical loci of socialization, deal 
with these new global realities as they seek to reproduce themselves and in so 
doing, as it were by accident, reproduce cultural forms themselves?  (1996:43)   
 
I wanted to ask related questions about the people in Los Bajos.  Do the ways in which 
campesino families adjust to economic change like economic liberalization and 
globalization spell real changes to cultural forms in the countryside?  Aren’t there other 
agents of change aside from global economics that drive change? How do powerful 
identities like campesino, or peasant, persist in an era of rapid economic, cultural, and 
environmental change?  What opportunities come with these changes and what do 
campesinos stand to lose? 
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These are important question to ask, not only because answering them might 
provide a description of cultural and economic changes on the ground, but because 
understanding how farming families have adjusted in a nation like Costa Rica might 
provide a sort of best-case scenario within Central America.  Thirty-eight percent of 
Costa Ricans live in rural areas (FAO 2005). Examining how the Central American 
nation that has enjoyed the greatest democratic consistency and standards for social 
welfare can respond to massive economic and cultural change can help inform other 
nation’s struggles with similar challenges.  Additionally, capturing what strategies hold 
promise for household and family stability can help public and private development 
specialists and individual families alike make more informed decisions regarding their 
future. This research provides a voice to those often overlooked by macro-analyses of 
economic, political, or cultural development by providing rich ethnographic details on 
how global forces impact otherwise out-of-the way places.  This dissertation critically 
examines what is meant by development and change, what development and change look 
like in a local, grounded context and what current trends can teach us about the future of 
rural areas both in Costa Rica and in other regions of the world experiencing similar 
phenomena-  increasing educational opportunities for youth, a continued opening up of 
agricultural markets, a blurring of the line between the urban and the rural, and declining 




Chapter two presents the methods I used to examine the research questions I 
developed before fieldwork.  Before spending time in Los Bajos, my first concern was 
whether or not people even actively identified as campesinos, or if this was an identity 
imposed on them by others.  I answered this question for myself in the initial household 
census.  I found that overwhelmingly, people in Los Bajos identify as campesinos, 
despite the fact that many of them do not engage in agricultural work.  Campesino 
identity, in this case, may have roots in an agricultural past, but identifying as campesino 
does not depend solely on agricultural practice.  In addition to the household census, I 
discuss other methods employed:  in depth interviews, participant observation, fieldnotes, 
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field trips, and archival research.  Chapter two also presents an overview of what themes 
emerged from the data I collected, including: 
 Campesinos adore the countryside, yet they engage in practices that harm it. 
 Labor, whether in the fields or in the city is hard (duro) 
 The importance of mobility in daily life 
 The dichotomy people make between professionals and campesinos and the city 
and the country 




Chapter three reviews social science writings on peasants and provides a brief history 
of peasant literature.  The questions scholars have asked about peasants have changed 
dramatically over the years; from how peasants might best be developed and de-
peasantised to whether the term peasant is an acceptable label; from their “backwardness” 
to their ability to mobilize in a postmodern political landscape.  Campesino identity is 
rooted in agricultural production, and rightly so; however economic, cultural, and 
environmental changes in the countryside have made that connection less apparent- many 
people no longer involved in agricultural production identify as peasants or campesinos.  
In other words, while there is clearly a connection between livelihood and identity, they 
are not contingent on one another, as others have pointed out.  This is important to 
remember, because equating being a campesino or peasant only with small farming 
means overlooking others who continue to identify as campesinos despites a tenuous 
connection to agricultural production.  Because of this fact, this dissertation examines not 
just farmers but other income earners in the countryside who identify as campesinos.   
The remainder of this chapter considers relevant theoretical perspectives relating to 
questions of globalization and identity. 
Chapter four first presents the local history of the canton where Los Bajos is 
located and then expands to examine the special place of peasants in Costa Rican national 
history and iconography.  By examining the role of the peasant in the national historical 
imagination I show how the meaning of peasant in Costa Rica differs drastically from the 
meaning of peasant in other parts of Latin America, where it can be a highly charged 
political and ethnic identifier.  As a country known as the Switzerland of Latin America, 
Costa Rica’s peasants, while at times politically active, pose much less of a threat to state 
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power and social order.  Furthermore, as a nation where almost all degrees of mestizo are 
subsumed under an ethnic identity of whiteness, peasant is not so much a racialized or 
ethnicized term as it is a descriptor of geographic provenance and cultural practice.  I 
argue, on the contrary, that in Costa Rica, the “other” is not the campesino, but instead 
those constructed as outsiders- Nicaraguans and people of West Indian descent.   
Chapters five and six offer an extensive ethnographic description of Los Bajos, in 
a hope that thick descriptions of the cultural landscape of the countryside provide insight 
into daily life in Los Bajos that help to better illustrate the emergent themes discussed in 
the subsequent chapters.  While it is certain that people of Los Bajos embrace a 
campesino identity, what is not certain is what that means, qualitatively, as what it means 
to be campesino is always up for debate.  The farming families of Los Bajos challenge 
people’s outdated understandings of what peasant communities look like and dedicating 
two chapters to capturing how they do that is very important. 
The remaining chapters present data from in-depth interviews, the household 
census, and from participant observation.   I present the various ways people have 
responded to the changing face of agriculture in the rural communities that comprise Los 
Bajos. In these chapters I discuss specific segments of the population of Los Bajos, based 
on labor activities.  Each of these chapters includes at least one household case study at 
the end of each chapter to provide a more in-depth look at how labor practices impact 
households.      
Chapter seven examines those who continue to identify as agriculturalists as well 
as the array of people who fall into this category.  Chapter 7 also begins to present the 
bulk of data from interviews and the household census.  We see that while farming 
households report the lowest incomes, many people in Los Bajos continue to farm.  
Through three case studies we meet three farming families, and each one employs 
different strategies for making ends meet.     
Chapter eight provides a look at the most popular alternative to agricultural 
endeavors- laboring as a prison guard.  I address the benefits and challenges that prison 
guard work presents to men and women of Los Bajos who work there.  Guards receive a 
steady income, life insurance and social security, educational opportunities, paid 
vacation, and, if they choose, the ability to continue with agricultural practice.  Despite 
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these benefits, working conditions in prisons are poor, the work can be violent and 
dangerous, and the work schedule requires guards to spend two weeks a month away 
from friends and family.   
Chapter nine considers women’s labors both at home and away.  Women work 
hard, but many middle-aged women in Los Bajos have few opportunities for income 
earning.  Women jump at the opportunity to earn low wages cleaning houses or picking 
coffee when it ripens, but unless they are willing and/or able to relocate temporarily or 
permanently, there is little chance to encounter consistent income-earning opportunities. 
The daughters of these women, on the other hand, are met with many more opportunities 
for full-time lucrative employment.      
Chapter ten examines those young adults clearly headed for or already working in 
professional positions in San Jose.  Times are changing in Los Bajos and as it becomes 
the rule and not the exception to complete high school and enter university, the question 
of who will farm the land among the next generation emerges.  Additionally, among the 
budding bourgeoisie work is less gendered in that one’s gender does not serve as a 
steadfast predictor of labor roles.   One wonders what impact this has on households, as 
young men and women come home each weekend with income from working in the city.  
In Los Bajos, it appears that the budding bourgeoisie still feels rooted in the country-
evidenced by the fact that most young people return home each weekend and report to 
not care much for life in the city.  Nevertheless, many questions remain unanswered.  
Where will the young professionals land?  What levels of support will they offer to their 
parents’ household?  What guarantee is there that the promise of professional positions 
will offer the hoped-for economic stability and satisfaction? 
Chapter eleven asks us to think about what peasant communities stand to gain and 
what they stand to lose in the new political, ecological, and economic landscape of 
contemporary rural Costa Rica.  Certainly, with new educational opportunities, youth 
have many more options than their parents did.  But one must wonder, how will 
campesino identity be transformed by the increasing professionalization of youth in the 
countryside?  Who will farm the land or will the land be farmed at all?  This is an 
important question not just because of the historical connection between campesino 
identity and food production but because many households in Los Bajos don’t make 
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enough money to simply purchase all their food.  If less and less food is produced locally, 
those households who do not possess the expendable income to buy food will no doubt 
suffer.  Will it be possible for young people to have both access to academic 
opportunities and opportunities to stay connected to their identities as campesinos?  
Perhaps the most savvy thing one might do in Costa Rica or anywhere for that matter is 
to keep footing in both worlds.  From there, the chapter re-visits key points in the 
dissertation and considers what this research has contributed to anthropology and other 




METHODS AND EMERGENT THEMES 
 
I first visited Acosta, the canton where Los Bajos is located, for two months in the 
summer of 2003 to conduct preliminary dissertation research.5  I lived with a family in 
the municipal center of Acosta called San Ignacio de Acosta. 6  
 
Figure 2.1:  A map of Acosta with an inset map showing the canton’s location in 
Costa Rica. “Los Bajos” straddles the districts of San Ignacio and Guaitil.  (Source 
La Nacion.com) 
 
While living in Acosta for those two months in 2004, I was invited to go to a fiesta and 
cabalgata7 in a more remote region of the canton. I rode with my friends Marcos and 
                                                 
5 Thanks to the Susan Abbott Jamieson Pre-Dissertation Research Award given to me by the Department of 
Anthropology. 
6 Most people from the canton of Acosta call the municipal center Acosta, which can be quite confusing at 
times.   
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Elisa in the back of a pick-up truck out to a small community where the weekend-long 
fiesta was underway.   
The ride out there had been an adventure in itself.  Marcos and I stood in the back 
of a blue Nissan pick-up truck holding onto the braces that had been installed in the roof 
of the truck cab so that we would not fall out as we bounced down the rutty, dirt road.  
Elisa sat in the cab. Upon arrival, we found that a tent was set up to accommodate a bar 
and karaoke area.  Bottles of Johnny Walker Red and Imperial, the national beer, were 
offered at the bar.  A young woman in the karaoke crowd belted out a Celine Dion song, 
“I know my heart will go on,” in Spanish.  People busied themselves with their coca-
colas or picadillos8.  Some men, who had imbibed too much liquor, slept off their 
libations on a hillside.  At that time, I knew none of the people at the fiesta; I only knew 
that their lives were intriguing to me.  What, I wondered, was life like in this otherwise 
out-of-the-way place?  How were people here able to respond to the sweeping changes in 
Costa Rica’s economy in the past twenty years?  Why did people stay here if it was so 
hard to make a living as a farmer? 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                 
7 A horse back riding tour in conjunction with the fiesta 
8 A snack of cooked greens and squash served atop a corn tortilla 
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Figure 2.2:  A fiesta underway in Los Bajos. (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
I returned to Acosta and Los Bajos in 2005 because I wanted to obtain a clearer 
understanding of how rural families have responded to economic change and I wanted to 
know if and how rural people who leave full-time agricultural work continue to identify 
as campesinos.  Did only full-time farmers continue to identify as campesinos, or was it 
possible to maintain a campesino identity without being a full-time farmer?  Didn’t this 
have something to tell us about campesino identity more broadly?  How did local people 
account for the changes that were occurring there? In their opinion, why was agricultural 
practice falling out of favor?   
I lived in Bajo Uno for ninety-five percent of my field stay.  I rented a home from 
a local, single mother who lived next door to me and cared for her elderly parents and 
two sons.  She had constructed the house I rented with a grant from the government for 
single mothers.  The house was small, but cheerful and bright.  It was also in a good 
location- right in the center of community action.  With fewer than forty households, 
Bajo Uno, is a very small community and living in such a small community for research 
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offered advantages and disadvantages.  Privacy did not abound.  People felt comfortable 
popping in on me at any moment of the day, for any reason- to borrow something they 
wanted, to ask for help with homework assignments, to ask to use my computer, or to ask 
to use my telephone.  Usually, I was happy to comply, but occasionally I really lamented 
my loss of privacy and personal space.  Nevertheless, living in a community like Bajo 
Uno gave me a glimpse into the pulse of life in a rural community that greatly enriched 
my understanding of campesino life.    
Most of the canton of Acosta features a mountainous and treacherously steep 
landscape.  In fact, the most often-heard explanation for the lack of industrialization in 
Acosta is the fact that there is not enough flat land to construct an industrial complex that 
might expand labor opportunities there. The tumultuous land also keeps many large 
commercial agricultural enterprises out as well9.  Tractors are not regularly encountered 
in Los Bajos, because there is no use for them.   The land is simply not cut out for agro-
industrial production.  Every rainy season roads are washed out. The last serious 
mudslide crises occurred with the 1998 arrival of Hurricane Mitch when 1680 people in 
the canton were stranded without access to potable water or transport from their homes 
(Government of Costa Rica 1998; Vargas 1998; Aguilar 1998).  I experienced the power 
of mud firsthand when walking from one village to the next I came upon a recent slide.  
Attempting to tip-toe through it, I got stuck and was fortunate that a man operating 
earthmoving equipment was there to come get me out of my jam. 
 
                                                 
9 This is important to remember because other rural areas have had to deal with the benefits (added 
employment opportunities, improved infrastructure) and costs (loss of land; increased ecological 
devastation, and mono-cropping) that come with agro-industrial expansion. 
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Figure 2.3:  An example of the steep landscape- the author collecting dried beans. 
(Photo by local friend of Erin Ricci) 
 
The municipal center, San Ignacio de Acosta, sits about thirty kilometers from 
San Jose proper.  By bus it can take anywhere from an hour to an hour and half to get to 
downtown San Jose from the municipal center.  Many people in San Ignacio commute 
into the metropolitan center for work, having long ago abandoned any sort of agricultural 
production.  During peak times a bus leaves San Ignacio bound for San Jose every ten to 
fifteen minutes.   
San Ignacio has served as the municipal center of the canton since Acosta’s 
founding.  It is San Ignacio where one finds the main religious, banking, commercial, 
educational, and governmental services in the canton.  My research site, Los Bajos, 
however was located several kilometers from the municipal center, on very difficult 
earthen roads.  While some people commuted back and forth to San Ignacio from where I 
conducted research, very few people commuted daily to San Jose for work because the 
transportation was challenging.  A school bus ran through the community where I lived, 
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Bajo Uno, each weekday at 6:30 a.m., but it only ran when school was in session and 
there was a fee for use (about U.S. $1.50 to get to Acosta and back).  Since most people 
did not own cars, getting to and from San Jose for a daily job proved difficult. People of 
Los Bajos who worked or studied in San Jose tended to stay in the city during the week, 
returning on the weekends to spend time with family and friends.  
Because of the poor road systems and the lack of reliable daily transport, and 
because of Acosta’s general lack of industrial development, Acosta stands out as one of 
the poorest cantons in San Jose Province.  While some areas of Costa Rica have 
embraced “the agriculture of change,” and switched from production for domestic 
consumption to production for an international market, Acosta has experienced very 
limited success.  The most popular international product to come out of Acosta is coffee, 
and that market existed over a hundred years before the so-called “agriculture of change.”  
Besides, the citizens of Los Bajos play peripheral roles in the coffee economy of Acosta.   
 
Figure 2.4:  An article from Al Dia (11/12/2000) examines the high poverty rates 
in Acosta. (Photo of article by Erin Ricci) 
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As a woman who has worked in areas of high poverty in the United States, I carried a 
critical paradigm into this research.  As Le Compte and Schensul explain:   
Critical theorists are interested in how the history and political economy of a 
nation, state, or other system exerts direct or indirect domination over the 
political, economic, social, and cultural expressions of citizens or residents... 
Critical theory calls for a focus on the ways in which gender, class, culture, race, 
ethnicity, and power intersect to shape inequities (1999:46-47). 
 
Certainly, the people of Los Bajos have unequal access to power and resources 
regionally, nationally, and globally.  However, systems of inequity found there are much 
more complex than that.  As Le Compte and Schensul help highlight, other factors like 
race, class, and gender, inform any given person’s position in the social order of Los 
Bajos.  This will become quite clear throughout the latter chapters of this dissertation.  
Los Bajos is hardly an idyllic backwater.  And let me be quite reflexive here-  I don’t 
view the inequities found in Los Bajos simply as the result of some abstract concept of 
global capitalist domination.  Although I admit, I don’t think global capitalism is good for 
the majority of the world’s people.  However, I think local power dynamics should be 




 Anthropologists recognize that it is important to collect several types of data in 
order to examine the questions they developed before entering the field.  By triangulating 
all the data we collect, we gain confidence that our conclusions have merit (Le Compte 
and Schensul 1999:144).  I used several research methods to capture data:  a household 
livelihood census that collected largely quantitative data, in-depth interviews with people 
who held different occupations, participant observation that was written up in the form of 
fieldnotes, and archival research. 
 
Household Livelihood Census 
 
I conducted a household livelihood census in three communities located relatively 
close to one another.  For clarity’s sake, I will call these three communities Bajo Uno, 
 23
Bajo Dos, and Bajo Tres.  Bajo Uno and Bajo Dos were the same size, about 35 
households, while Bajo Tres was much larger with around 125 households.  Bajo Tres sat 
in between Bajo Uno and Bajo Dos and offered more services than the smaller two 
villages.  In Bajo Tres it was possible to eat in a bar/restaurant, go swimming in a local 
swimming pool run by a bar and restaurant, attend an Alcoholics Anonymous Meeting, 
visit the traveling doctor or dentist, or visit the local community lending organization.  
The grocery, likewise was better stocked than the pulpería where I lived.  Both the 
pulpería and the grocery were owned by the same family, who lived in Bajo Tres.  
The household livelihood census was completed for every household who 
consented to participate in the study (a total of 195 households).  The census asked 
people questions about household composition, age and relationships of household 
members, who made decisions affecting the household, the work of household members, 
land holdings of household members, what kinds of products were produced by 
household members for household consumption and what kinds of products were 
produced to sell at market.  It also asked questions about estimated monthly income and 
who contributed to household expenses. Depending on the respondent, the census could 
take as little as 10 minutes or as many as 60 minutes to complete.  It depended on the 
household’s situation.  For example, if I were interviewing a female-headed, single-
parent household, where no farm products were produced for household consumption or 
for the market, and where no one was “employed,” completing the census took very little 
time.  Sometimes people wanted to chat about their answers and because this helped me 
get to know people better I was happy to be patient with their responses.  Oftentimes, 
completing the census proved difficult because of frequent disruptions- unexpected 
visitors, offers to me of food and drink, and questions from the respondents about my life 
in the United States.   
One purpose of the household census was to help me know what types of work 
people were engaging in, in order to know the different groups I needed to interview.  
Most frequently men identified their work as being an agricultor, or agriculturalist, a 
person who works ocho por ocho as a prison guard in an urban penitentiary, or a person 
who works in non-agricultural labor like construction.  Women overwhelmingly claimed 
an identity as an ama de casa, or housewife, when asked about their principal work.  
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Some women worked as domestics in other households, but this work could be quite 
variable. Some domestics worked six days a week in San Jose and returned home only on 
the Saturday evening.  Other domestics worked locally and more sporadically.  I also 
conducted interviews with the new generation of well-educated, young professionals, the 
first batch so-to-speak of young people from the zone who had finished high school and 
were pursuing university degrees while working.   
Another purpose of the household census was to collect data that would help 
contextualize the abundant qualitative data that I assumed would emerge from the in-
depth interviews. What good would it do to know the details of one particular 
household’s experience, which might emerge from in-depth interviews, if I could not see 
it in relative terms of the wider community?  In other words, the census was seen as a 
device that would provide a reference point to understand individuals’ or individual 
households’ economic and employment positions as compared to other people in Los 
Bajos.  
The census was completed by going door to door and was administered verbally.  
Verbal consent was obtained from a household member before beginning the census 
questionnaire.  Most often the questionnaires were done with women because of the time 
of day that I visited the households.  Once the household surveys were completed, the 
data was entered into an Excel Spreadsheet.  In addition to helping me identify work 
categories, this data was used to generate descriptive statistics about Los Bajos that will 
appear throughout the latter chapters of this dissertation.   
I found creating the census questionnaire form very challenging.   I had just 
entered the field and wanted this to be the first part of my research program, but I was 
feeling the disorientation of early fieldwork.  The symptoms included a complete lack of 
confidence that I knew what in the heck I was doing in the middle of rural Costa Rica.  
Ottenberg (1990:141) has written: 
The early field situation resembles childhood in many respects.  We are in a 
strange world where we are in the process of learning the language and the rules, 
learning how to live.  Much of our previous experience seems useless, unhelpful, 
or downright contradictory.   
 
Despite my lack of confidence I pushed on because I believed until I had conducted the 
census, it would be difficult to move forward with the in-depth interviews.  I also thought 
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that conducting the census first would offer me entree into people’s homes- an 
opportunity to introduce myself and explain why I was in the area right from the start.  
This was important to me because I did not want people to feel like I had been spying on 
them for months before I finally got around to the truth about my presence in their 
community.  Nevertheless, my imperfect Spanish and personal fears about collecting 
quantitative data made getting my questionnaire form finalized a challenge.   
Once I thought I had arrived at a finished product I tried pre-testing it on some 
people in San Ignacio, but I found that they were not very critical readers.  They were 
more concerned about offering me encouragement than they were giving me feedback on 
how to improve the questionnaire.  So, I went to the elementary school in my community 
and asked the help of the school director.  He offered me good feedback, telling me to 
change some formal terms to more casual ones to which the people there would better 
relate.  After getting his feedback and making the needed-changes, I set to work.   
 In the end, I believe I was right about the census providing a good way to 
introduce myself to people there.  My husband pointed out that after a while, people who 
had not yet been visited by me began to inquire, “When would I come to visit their 
home?”  And as I began to see how accommodating the people of Los Bajos were, and 
simultaneously began to acculturate to their way of life, my field paranoia thankfully 
waned. 
The household livelihood census I conducted in Los Bajos helps establish a 
context by which to better-understand the qualitative data presented later in this 
dissertation.  From the census data we learn about the prevalence of certain types of 
work, the reported average incomes of households, the decision-makers in households, 
landholding by households, agricultural production by households, and much more.  It is 
important to note, however, that while I believe this data helps create a context to better 
understand economic and social realities of people in Los Bajos, there are reasons to use 
this data with an ounce of caution.  First, as anthropologists are well aware, there is often 
a great deal of difference between what people say they do and what they actually do in 
their daily practice of life.  That is not to say that people are liars, but that most of us 
embellish reports of our lives to people who happen to question us about such things.  For 
example, a woman might report to me that both she and her husband make decisions 
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about the household, but she also might have little actual power within the household.  A 
man might identify as an agriculturalist, but for all purposes be unemployed.  More than 
once I noted the discrepancy between what my informants reported to me and their lived 
realities. 
Finally, because I often completed the survey with women when their husbands 
were working, I am not completely sure that the reports of land ownership are accurate.  I 
found that some women were not entirely sure of the extent of their husbands’ 
landholdings.  Even when I could talk with men about their landholdings, I could never 
be sure that they answered truthfully.  Campesinos have good reason to stay tight-lipped 
about how much land they actually have or use.  First, land can be taxed and small 
farmers who are working hard to keep their land don’t feel a need to add to their already 
burdened budgets.  Second, some people have rights to land that are not registered in the 
national property registry, at the Cadastro Nacional, and these folks have less secure 
rights to their lands because they are not officially recognized by the state.  These are not 
squatters, but rather people whose families have lived and farmed the area for 
generations, but because of a lack of will or a lack of funds, they have not registered their 
property with the state.   Finally, farmers in the area who own more land than others may 
misreport landholdings to avoid taxation as well.  I suspect that larger landholders 
underreport landholding in an effort to minimize the appearance of their wealth.  Despite 
these concerns, I do think the household livelihood census enhances our understanding of 
Los Bajos because we get a much better idea about people’s material realities in terms of 




I used purposive sampling of people in the area to begin interviewing people who 
engaged in particular types of work.  In a small area, this is not that difficult.   
Anthropologists use purposive samples when they have identified people who are likely 
to offer valuable information about the research topic (Bernard 1995: 95).  Following the 
identification of interviewees through purposive sampling I used snowball sampling to 
acquire other interviewees.  According to Bernard, a snowball sample is useful when 
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used in a relatively small population, working with people who are likely to know one 
another, a logical fit in the context of Los Bajos.  In a snowball sample, the researcher 
identifies one or more individuals and requests the names of other likely participants in 
the study (Bernard 1995: 97). It was not unusual for me to go to someone’s home to 
conduct an interview and from him or her derive another lead for a person who might be 
good to talk to.   
I conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with a total of 72 people from 
Los Bajos.  Interviews were flexible and casual.  Most often, I went to people’s homes to 
conduct the in-depth interviews. After they carefully read over the informed consent form 
and signed it, we would sit and talk for as little as a half an hour, but more often for about 
an hour.   
I asked people about their work, namely what they did, how much they earned, 
and if they enjoyed their work.  Did they farm? I asked people who no longer worked in 
agriculture why they left.  What did they do to earn a living? If they did not farm, how 
did they find the job that they currently held? If they didn’t farm, why did they continue 
to live there? What did they like about living there?   What did they not like?  I 
questioned them about whether or not they identified as a campesino and what the term 
campesino meant to them.  These were the general questions I carried into every 
interview, and with every interview additional questions emerged.  
The interviews could vary greatly, because as I spent more time in the 
communities and began to know people better, I could better tailor my questions to their 
specific circumstances.  For example, I could ask people specific questions about their 
farms or their family history in the community that would make more sense because I 
knew them more intimately. Perhaps more importantly, interviews became more 
personable and intimate over time because I had established rapport with people in the 
area.  Women, in particular, were more likely to discuss private issues of their household 
and others’ households as I became more of a part of the community.  Men became more 
likely to talk to me about issues like chemical use and ecological change after I had been 
in the community a good, long while. 
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The interviews were recorded on a digital recorder, uploaded to my laptop 
computer, burned onto a compact disc and saved on my hard drive for safe-keeping.  
They were then transcribed and coded for prevalent themes.   
 
Fieldnotes and Participant Observation 
 
James Clifford’s “Notes on (Field)notes” contains three photos of different 
ethnographers at work: Malinowski, Seligman, and Skinner-Jones (Clifford 1990).  In 
each photo the anthropologist is not really paying attention to the people who are 
gathered around them (their reason for being there in the first place) because they are 
busy trying to type up notes of their observations from the field.  While in the field, I 
definitely experienced this frustration.  If I spent an entire day away from home, it 
generally meant that I needed to spend a day at home writing about my previous day’s 
experiences, observations, and discoveries.  At times, this requirement felt tedious, but 
overall I enjoyed the experience of trying to get it all down in written form.   
I tended to not take notes during informal events because I thought it would make 
people behave oddly.  I could not imagine carrying my notebook into a coffee plot while 
picking coffee or taking notes during a birthday party.  I did take notes at formal 
meetings, where it would not be unusual for others to be writing as well.  My main 
concern was for people to feel comfortable around me and I believed that toting a 
notebook around all the time was not the way to achieve that.  
 
(Field) Trips  
 
One of the best ways to get to know people is to spend time with them in their 
daily work or routines, which often lead them out of their communities.  Early on in 
anthropology it might have been possible to go to a field site, stay there, record data, and 
return with enough data to validly address a research question.  Today, people don’t stay 
still.  I realized early on in my research that there was a great deal of moving around 
going on in the rural community where I lived.  If I wanted to really understand what life 
was like for people in Los Bajos, I was going to have to go some of the places they went 
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when they left the community.  I wanted to know, what were they doing when they were 
away?    
So, I took a good deal of field trips with folks- I traveled in a huge cattle truck to 
take some cattle to a major meatpacking company.  The father and daughter I traveled 
with had made arrangements for us to stay at a special boarding house for cattle farmers 
who sold their cattle to the meatpacking company.  I traveled to Hatillo, a suburb of San 
Jose, with a fruit vendor who sold products (his own and others’) at a large outdoor 
market.  I rode along to take coffee to a recibidor squished in between two male farmers 
in an unbearably hot, sweaty, and slow pick up truck.  I attended a parade in the 
municipal center with an extended family.  I walked a 15-mile pilgrimage to the patron 
saint of Costa Rica with people from Los Bajos.  I drove a domestic servant to her 
employer’s house to pick up her belongings after she had left her employer.  I patronized 
an organic market where one of my neighbors sold his produce.  I spent a couple of days 
picking coffee as a paid day laborer with women from my community.  I attended a cattle 
auction in Santa Ana.  These are just a few examples of the extra types of activities that I 
think ethnographers should engage in to really begin to understand the people they are 
living with.     
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Figure 2.5: One of many field trips- inside a meat processing facility in urban 
Costa Rica.  (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
 
These field trips helped me understand campesino culture in Los Bajos in many 
ways.  First they helped increase my understanding of the market trajectory of the main 
agricultural products of the community. The trips also gave me an opportunity to view 
how people from the countryside moved through the city when they were there.  Overall, 
field trips are just downright instructive.  They answer questions that you might have 
never thought of asking.  They reveal shared understandings of concepts as wide ranging 
as alcohol abuse to theology. 
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Seeing as how fieldwork is like one very extended field trip where you take lots 
of notes and collect as much data as possible, I am not sure what to call field trips from 
the field- field trips?  Whatever one might call them, they were integral in enhancing my 
understanding of rural peoples’ mobility, sophistication, creativity, and energy.  Had I 
never left Los Bajos, I would have missed a big part of the picture.   
One of my biggest regrets is that I did not take the time to try to gain entree into 
the penitentiary system to see the world where a good deal of Los Bajo residents work.  I 
largely avoided that visit due to concerns over what my approved research protocol 
would permit.  I believed that such action would require an amendment to my protocol 




In addition to the census, interviews, and participant observation, I conducted 
archival research in several facilities in San Jose, including, the National Archives, The 
National Library, and The University of Costa Rica.  I found the National Library very 
helpful because they maintain a vast collection of Costa Rican periodicals that I could 
search to find bits of history about the canton where I conducted research. The people 
who work at the National Library are also very helpful.  Sadly, there was little to be 
found in the way of archival documents in the Acosta’s municipal center, because a fire 
in the mid twentieth century was responsible for the destruction of the community’s 
archives10.  The small number of newspaper articles in the National Library that feature 
Acosta also provides us with a better understanding of the ways that rural areas get 
constructed by the urban media.  This is important, because it provides insight into how 
urban folk understand campesino identity and this impacts the way campesinos are 
received in and can negotiate urban settings.   
                                                 
10 At least that’s what a woman at city hall told me when I inquired about where the city’s archival 
documents could be found. 
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Figure 2.6:  The National Library’s collection of periodicals. (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
 
Anthropology and Technology 
  
When I took a laptop computer, digital voice recorder, and camera to the field 
with me, I had no idea the impact that these three pieces of hardware would have on my 
research experience.  Because I was able to take photos and instantly put them on my 
computer, people began to depend on me to chronicle certain events- quinceañaras11, 
fiestas, school field days, etc. I was happy to oblige.  I was also happy to return to 
Kentucky, develop those photos, and send them back to people in Los Bajos.  Some 
interviewees also enjoyed listening to their voices that I captured during interviews.  One 
man who was hosting a fiesta in a nearby community asked me to help him make an 
invitation for the event that he could send out to friends and family.  Some colegio 
                                                 
11 A teen-age female’s fifteenth birthday party 
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students requested use of my computer to complete certain homework assignments that 
required internet access or word processing software.   
 
Emergent Themes  
 
After combing through interview transcriptions, fieldnotes, and the results of the 
household livelihood census, a number of prevalent themes emerged from the research.   
 Campesinos adore the countryside, yet they engage in practices that harm it 
 That labor, whether in the fields or in the city, is hard (duro) 
 The importance of mobility in daily life 
 The dichotomy people make between professionals and campesinos and the city 
and the country 
 The generational and gendered labor disconnect between farmer parents and 
professional students 
 
People who live in Los Bajos love their area.  They brag about its beauty and 
tranquility.  They appreciate the abundance of products that come from the area.  Yet, 
they also use herbicides and pesticides with little formal training.  People graze cattle in 
poor pasture on steep hillsides, increasing rates of erosion.  They litter and must by 
necessity burn garbage.   My husband and I always talked about how ironic Costa Rica’s 
“eco” tourism popularity was considering the monumental environmental quality 
challenges the nation faces with regard to issues like water quality and deforestation. 
Making a living is not easy and requires sacrifice.  This is an accepted fact of life to 
most people of Los Bajos.  Farming families must confront significant challenges to earn 
a living.  The environment is unpredictable- unexpected heavy rains can ruin crops and 
cause landslides; pests and plagues can ruin crops as well.  The economy is not in small 
farmer’s favor.  Despite this, many men continue to rise as early as 4:00 a.m. to prepare 
for a full day’s work in the fields.  Women who work as domestics face poor wages, 
exploitation, and sometimes even abuse, not to mention that live-in domestics spend the 
majority of their time away from their families of kin.  Prison guards, by virtue of their 
work spend all of their laboring hours incarcerated.  While they may have authority 
within the prison, they must pass the week with prisoners, unable to leave unless there is 
an immediate emergency.  While imprisoned with inmates, guards face the possibility of 
having to wage violence or be the victim of violence.   High school students spend eleven 
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hours each school day getting to school, going to class, or returning from school.  Once 
home, they must complete chores and homework and prepare for the next day at school.  
Young professionals some of whom both attend university and work full time, have little 
time for their immediate family or to cultivate romantic relationships with potential 
mates.  Despite the hard work and uncertainty that people of all ages in Los Bajos face, 
most people seem satisfied and do not complain about the fact of life’s difficulties. 
Mobility figured into many facets of rural life.  Students left each weekday for 
school in the municipal center.  Prison guards departed each Monday for work in the 
urban center.  Domestics set out for their work in others’ homes. Produce truckers revved 
up their trucks to go in search of produce to sell. While people appeared very connected 
to their home community, many people had to move around a great deal in the course of 
earning their daily bread.   
The people of Los Bajos reproduce an established dichotomy between the city and 
the country that at times seems contradictory.  Most people report to prefer country life to 
city life, yet the people of Los Bajos also note the difficulty of making a living in the 
country.  Moreover, most parents in the countryside encourage their children to complete 
high school and get a job in the city, even though most agree that the city is a place of 
filth and danger.  By pushing their children into professions they are also pushing them 
into higher status positions and perhaps into a city that they dislike.  This leads to what I 
call a generational and gendered disconnect between parents and young professionals.  
For the first time in Los Bajos, women have more options than being a housewife, 
picking coffee during harvest, or working as a domestic.  Men also have access to 
professional positions that their parents did not.  This disconnect can be positive for 
families because many young professionals share their income with their families of kin.  
However, it is also clear that a disconnect occurs as young people’s earning power 
continues to increase as they leave agricultural pursuits for professional ones. I believe 
this disconnect will impact the future of Los Bajos in both positive and negative ways.  
For now, Los Bajos is undoubtedly a peasant community.   The overwhelming majority 
of people I talked with identified as a campesino or peasant.  What that identity means 
and how it is expressed, is however, likely to change as more people leave farming for 
other pursuits, as the global media impacts how people think about family roles and 
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gender, and as youth increasingly live with their feet in two worlds-  the professional, 





THE PEASANT ® BRAND 
 
What is a Peasant?  The idea of “peasantness” has been co-opted by all sorts of 
people in an effort to capture some idea of authentic practice.  From the Otovalan Peasant 
shirt sold in the J. Peterman Catalog, to the recently published Gourmet Magazine “Hot 
Listing” of a restaurant simply called “Peasant”, the idea of peasantness appeals to people 
(Gourmet 2006).   
Clearly, peasant iconography has power.  In 2006 Juan Valdez, the peasant icon 
of Columbian coffee, decided to retire, spurring a brief story on American Public Media’s 
radio show called Marketplace.  The story reported that the Colombian Coffee Growers’ 
Association sought out an advertising agency in Portland, Oregon to help them comb the 
countryside of Columbia in hopes of finding a campesino replacement.  An excerpt from 
the interview proves enlightening: 
RYSSDAL: When you sit down in your office and try to think about how to 
deepen the Juan Valdez story, as you mentioned, what does that mean? How do 
you do that? 
 
ALTSCHUL: Well, we didn’t actually do it in our office. We went to the 
mountains of Colombia a year-and-a-half ago to look at the story of Juan Valdez 
and the story of the federation. Understand, you know, what the conflicts are that 
drive that story and make it engaging for an audience. To understand what the 
human truth is underneath it that would allow people to make some kind of 
emotional connection. And then, based on that, to give them some guidelines for 
how to move ahead with the selection of a new person to play the role.  
 
RYSSDAL: Obviously the end result here is that the Colombian coffee growers 
association wants to sell more coffee. How is this going to do that? 
 
ALTSCHUL: I think that a brand is a story. I think that any brand that doesn’t 
have a story deeper than the money story inexorably becomes a commodity. Here 
we have a product that started out as a commodity and the coffee federation itself, 
beginning with the Juan Valdez campaign, developed a story that elevated it 
above the commodity status. Now, you know, in the last 15 years or so Starbucks 
and others have taken over that story and built it, you know, miles beyond where 
the original Juan Valdez story went. But, still, the idea of taking a commodity and 
turning it into a brand — something that people will pay a premium for, that 
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people will experience some loyalty for — is all about story. It’s actually nothing 
but story (Ryssdal 2006). 
 
That “peasantness” gets peddled as offering glimpses of “human truth” in the 
marketplace is hardly news, but it is noteworthy.  In my opinion, the urban/postmodern 
love affair with peasants stems from a paranoia regarding the abandonment of farming 
lifeways.  MacCannell (1976) has explored quite entertainingly how Westerner’s crave 
everything non-Western because we tend to find more authenticity in it.  Countless 
tourism studies have shown us that Westerners love to ingest the exotic.  And peasants, 
like Native Americans, have learned to play up their lifeways to lure tourists and income 
into their communities. Even in Los Bajos some folks ran sporadic tours of their 
trapiches12 for city folks.   
 
Figure 3.1 : Costa Rican peasant dolls for sale on LaCarretica.com. 
                                                 
12 Sugar mills, in this case, ox-drive ones 
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On the other hand, being labeled a peasant can also be considered an insult.  
Many people think of peasants as being common, poor, uneducated, simple, and 
backwards. Yet they also like to think of peasants as being charming, naturally wise, and 
more connected to the land. This tension surrounding the concept of “peasantness” is 
constantly at work within Costa Rica as restaurants peddle their tipico peasant fare, as 
tortilla companies claim that their tortillas taste just like those made by abuelita13 over 
the fogón14, and conversely, as urban professionals talk condescendingly about the people 
in the countryside. But, as I argue in the Chapter Four, peasants in Costa Rica enjoy a 
special place in the Costa Rican national imagination that makes their position in the 
nation different than it might be otherwise. 
Richard Wilk’s reflexive discussion in Household Ecology highlights the biases 
that many anthropologists, well-read in the ethnographic classics, might carry into the 
field about rural people.  Before fieldwork, Wilk assumed that the Kekchi Maya offered a 
look at social organization that was somehow closer to the past than his own.  He 
believed that Kekchi isolation was just coming to an end and that they would “disdain” 
material culture.  He accepted the idea that the integration of the Kekchi with other 
cultures and communities would spell the demise of Kekchi identity.  And he viewed “the 
cohesive corporate community” as the traditional social organization of Indian culture. 
All of these assumptions required rethinking as he delved into Kekchi prehistory, history 




Peasants were previously constructed in social science circles as isolated people 
who produced their own food and focused primarily on subsistence (c.f. Redfield 1956, 
Chayanov 1966 [1925]). This concept of peasantness persisted well into the 1970’s and 
provided a framework for legitimizing the incorporation of peripheral people’s into the 
state apparatus so that they might become more “developed” producers (Schwartz 1978; 
Kearney 1996).  Other scholars agree that earlier ways of thinking about the peasant and 
                                                 
13 Abuelita-  little grandmother.  Fogon-  wood fired cooking stove. 
14 Wood -fired stove 
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peasant communities lack analytical value now because they overlook the hybridity of 
identities in “peasant” communities and because they do not really explore the unequal 
distribution of resources among these people who were romantically viewed as 
communal (Halperin 1988; Roseberry 1991; Sheridan 1988).   
Roseberry, for example, argues that Alain de Janvry’s analysis of peasant realities 
in Latin America avoided an exploration of the peasant’s historic, economic, political, 
and cultural existence.  In place of this, he says that deJanvry engages in a theoretical 
discussion of capitalism to arrive at a theory that peasants in Latin America are 
disenfranchised.  Roseberry’s problems with this approach are that it is extremely cynical 
and that it overlooks that peasants in Mexico exist in many contexts.  Roseberry notes, 
for example that : 
 
If we were to compare the emergence of peasantries models in Morels, Abaca, 
and Yucatan in Mexico, we would have to examine each peasantry in the context 
of colonial and post colonial relations with haciendas, merchants, state 
administrators, and the Church (188).   
 
Roseberry also critique’s deJanvry’s dependency model for ignoring the potential 
for human agency in “peripheral” populations.  Peasants, Roseberry argues, engage in 
capitalism on an uneven field, but “in pursuit of particular interests” (196).  But even 
Roseberry (1991), whom one would expect better from, refers to rural Venezuelans as 
“backward”, thereby reproducing decades-old notions of people in rural areas as 
somehow behind the times and not a part of living history.   
Today, peasants are now considered a useful study subject not because they 
represent some more traditional, mythic past, but because they are seen as savvy actors 
who can inform us about the contemporary, human condition.  While peasants may 
continue to be branded by commercial interests, academicians’ interests in peasants 
appear rooted in their responses to and role in very modern global challenges like 
globalization, neoliberal development, and environmental degradation (c.f. Collier 1999; 
Edelman 1999; Hamilton 1998; Mayer 2002; Sick 1998; Schwartz 1995; Stonich 1994; 





Michael Kearney (1996) argues that the term peasant has outlived its usefulness 
and that it should be abandoned for both practical and theoretical reasons.  Calling the 
anthropological production of the word a “strategy of containment” that enforces the 
state’s ability to homogenize, contain, and control people who they referred to as 
peasants, Kearney pushes anthropologists to not only rethink their use of the term 
peasant, but also to critically examine how the discipline should reconfigure its 
understanding of all others.   
Practically speaking, the term is no longer valid for describing most people living 
in rural areas in Latin America because they no longer do what peasants are supposed to 
do.  Pulling from Wolf’s Peasant Wars of the Twentieth Century, Kearney notes that 
Wolf:  
Portrays peasants as populations that are existentially involved in and making 
autonomous decisions about cultivation. The initial formulation of this definition 
is his landmark “Types of Latin American Peasantry,” which established three 
basic criteria of peasants as a social type: (1) primary involvement in agricultural 
production, (2) “effective control of land”, and (3) a primary orientation toward 
subsistence rather than reinvestment (1955:453-454). (Kearney 1996: 2) 
 
This type of person no longer exists according to Kearney who argues, on the contrary, 
rural people employ multiple strategies to secure livelihoods, including engagement with 
wage labor, migration, and small capitalist forms of production. Additionally, he argues 
that few if any places exist where people produce enough food to fulfill their 
consumption requirements, noting that households subsidize cultivation with the purchase 
of foodstuffs.   
 Theoretically speaking, he argues that the term peasant homogenizes otherwise 
largely heterogeneous groups and subjects in those groups, reproducing the other and 
likewise reproducing historic notions of development and underdevelopment. He notes 
that, “with the disappearance of ‘the primitive,’ the peasant increasingly came to typify 
the generalized Other, but an Other seen neither as primitive nor primordial, but as 
‘underdeveloped’”(Kearney 1996:35).   
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Historically, Kearney ties the production of the peasant as an anthropological type 
to the emergence of peasants as an interesting subject matter to anthropology after WWII, 
which is also when the idea of development most readily took hold of the popular 
imaginings of the West.  Kearney believes that peasants posed challenges to 
anthropologists because they challenged the binary oppositions of the ethnographer and 
“the Other”.  Peasants came into academic purview especially in the Korean War when 
American soldiers were confronted by peasant conscripts who formed much of the 
Korean Army.  Later in Vietnam, Algeria, Cuba, Angola, and other places, rural people 
figured prominently in socialist uprisings.  According to Kearney: 
 The appearance on the global stage of the rural guerilla warrior who assumed a 
 major role in history-making is inconsistent with the fundamental teleology of 
 Western Historical vision.   (Kearney 1996:33)  
 
Peasants were viewed as traditional, archaic, and full of customs and behaviors that made 
them resistant to change and development.  Kearney, for example, accuses Redfield’s 
“little community” model of legitimizing the Mexican government’s project of 
incorporating peripheral peoples into the state (1996:52).  This concept persisted into the 
70’s, according to Schwartz’s (1978) account of approaches to community development 
in Latin America. 
 New theories emerged that challenged the popular view of peasants as posing 
developmental challenges.  Kearney notes that dependency theory recast the way people 
understood the margins by highlighting the dependence of the core on the periphery.  
Nevertheless dependency models continued to view peasants as types with little agency.  
Pulling from the strengths of dependency theory, articulation theory helped highlight the 
interpenetration of the rural and the urban, by illustrating: 
...the production of surplus value by rural subalterns and the actual movement of 
peripheral peoples into the metropoles where they deliver surplus value and in so 
doing draw the periphery into the core, thus in part, dissolving the distinction 
between them… (Kearney 1996:104) 
 
Why “Peasants” Persist  
 Edelman (1999) notes that abandoning the term ‘peasant’ in Costa Rica would 
prove difficult because many people refer to themselves as campesinos and use this 
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identity to wager for political power in the midst of political and economic change.  
Edelman faults Kearney for lacking the dynamism to imagine rural people as both 
“peasant and sophisticated or modern at the same time” (1999:191).  He continues: 
Kearney rightly faults this “peasant versus modern” opposition as emblematic of 
the thinking of elites and romantic 1930s and “modernist left-wing” 
anthropologists, but he accepts nonetheless that a sophisticated, cosmopolitan 
peasant is a contradiction in terms.  In this respect his argument advances little 
beyond those of the predecessors he criticizes (191). 
 
The term peasant is a cloak worn by many rural peoples.  If we believe that peasant 
identity belongs only to rural agriculturalists of a particular type, then we are not listening 
to voices on the ground who self-identify as peasants, overwhelmingly unconcerned for 
how their lifestyle is placed into typologies by anthropologists.  What peasant means to 
whom varies across time and space.  We need to keep that in mind to some rural 
agriculturalists the term is pejorative, while to others it represents a call to arms.   
 Scholars have noted how unfortunate it is that social theorists have begun 
dismantling the legitimacy of identifiers like peasant or indigenous, at the precise 
moment when those identities are mobilizing people to engage the state with demands for 
fairness, respect, and access to land or other resources  (Edelman 1999; Nash 2001).  And 
so here, we arrive at the crux of the debate about the term “peasant.” I believe the 
disagreement is over two different things.  I do not get the sense from Kearney that he 
seeks to demobilize rural peoples among whom he has conducted research for decades.  I 
believe his well-intentioned critique of the concept has more to do about pushing the 
discipline of anthropology to be more specific about the populations it studies and 
avoiding the seductiveness of typologies.  I find his critique valid and voiced with 
compassion.  He calls for a disciplinary shift.  A re-thinking of how we think about rural 
actors.  Keeping this in mind, I also think that I am not in the position to comment on 
how other people identify themselves.  I can, however, engage research that helps 
highlight rural actor’s dynamism, flexibility, persistence, and resistance.  Whether we 
label rural peoples as peasant or not should be contingent upon our research populations’ 





Peasant Literature in Costa Rica 
 
Edelman’s Peasants Against Globalization (1999) was born out of two decades of 
field research in Costa Rica where the author developed working relationships with Costa 
Ricans leading peasant movements.  The movements sought to protect small farmers’ 
interests in the wake of drastic changes sweeping the nation after the Latin American debt 
crisis in the early 1980’s.  The book provides both an ethnographic account of peasants’ 
roles in various protests and a carefully presented historic analysis of Costa Rica’s 
transformation from a social welfare state to a neoliberal one.  
Edelman chronicles the “Rise and Demise of a Tropical Welfare State,” reviewing 
the role of USAID, The World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund in Costa Rican 
economic and political affairs.  Peasants were presented with an onslaught of changes 
when the national government sought help from external aid sources to stabilize the 
economy that was admittedly burdened by debt and costs of bloated social welfare 
programs.  The first impacts of aid were felt when the United States’ “Food for Peace” or 
PL-480 agreements undermined local grain producers. Later, the acceptance of Structural 
Adjustment Loan 1 (SAL1) from the World Bank spelled a severe reduction in crop 
subsidies, impacting grain, rice, bean, and maize producers. Generally, SALs restricted 
the government’s ability to support small producers in the form of capital, technical 
support, subsidies, and crop insurance.  
The heart of Edelman’s work examines the small producer organizations that 
emerged in response to these changes as they collaborated with wealthier mid-sized and 
large farmers, and staged protests in various forms.  Peasant activists took over buildings, 
blocked highway access, and marched in San Jose, demanding the ear of the national 
government.  Protest demands varied based on what small producer organizations were 
involved in the protests.  Generally speaking, groups sought government support in the 
form of compensation for lost crops due to drought, reduced fertilizer prices, and the right 
to grow what that they wanted. 
 Edelman’s unwillingness to romanticize peasant movements or their leaders 
strengthens his work.  The main peasant organizations portrayed in this story possess 
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their own internal politics manifested in peasant resentment towards the movements’ 
leaders, accusations of corruption and mismanagement of funds, and cycles of collective 
fervor and fodder.  Thankfully, this provides a more realistic way to view social 
movements in general and brings to the fore questions regarding the usefulness of “grand 
theories” of new social movements. Edelman’s reluctance to use the text as a means to 
ridicule only development and aid organizations that helped create the turmoil in Costa 
Rica offers another strength. Instead, Edelman highlights the Costa Rican government’s 
role and responsibility in accepting aid and all of its costs.   
The wax and wane of small producer alliances and activities, while creating a 
descriptive challenge for Edelman, also points to a key point in the text, namely that 
“new” social movements (NSM) are not so new.  They pull from “traditional” peasant 
organizations and draw power from the “archaic” peasant identities that so many NSM 
theorists critique. Additionally, the transformation of the peasant movements from 
“protest to proposal” indicates that even the social movements depicted in the book 
eventually recognized their inability to battle forces of globalization and 
neoliberalization.  The same peasant organizations who protested the presence of NGO’s 
eventually created their own NGO’s and witnessed the genesis of similar problems, 
including faulty bookkeeping, courtship of wealthy aid agencies, and lack of popular 
support. 
Deborah Sick’s Farmers of the Golden Bean (1999) provides excellent examples 
of peasant agency among coffee producers in Costa Rica.  Focusing her examination on 
the dynamic between coffee-producing households and the beneficios who process the 
purchased ripe coffee cherries, Sick overviews the production and processing 
components of the commodity chain of coffee.  Based in two communities in the canton 
of Pérez Zeledón in Costa Rica (approximately 130 km southeast of San José) Sick’s 
research site was once a popular migration site in the 1940’s and 50’s when tierra libre 
offered by the Costa Rican government and the recent construction of the Pan-American 
Highway enticed small producers to claim land for coffee production.  
 Sick argues that Costa Rica’s political and economic past created a middle class 
of small farmers absent in the histories of other coffee-producing areas of Latin America 
where production is usually controlled by large estate owners. She notes that Costa Rica 
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was never heavily colonized by Spain because it offered little gold or other resources, 
leading fewer colonists to settle Costa Rica. Low population densities resulted in labor 
shortages, which according to Sick, forced all landowners to work their farms “rather 
than administer them from the cities, as was common elsewhere” (22). When the coffee 
market exploded in Costa Rica, the elites who steered Costa Rica’s entry into global 
coffee exchange saw no benefit in altering the patterns of small land ownership present in 
rural areas.   Small farmers could maintain their dominance of production while the more 
affluent would control the areas of processing and distribution.  It is important to note 
(and Sick does) that this pattern of land ownership is not present in other areas of Costa 
Rica that possess different production processes (cattle, banana, etc).  
 Sick discusses gender-ed constructions of work in Costa Rica, noting the small 
role most women play in coffee production. The cultural ethic of women’s work in the 
home pervades rural Costa Rican farming culture. While women frequently work during 
harvest, when ripe berries must be quickly harvested, the production of coffee is a 
decidedly male business. Within the formal sector of rural Costa Rican culture, loans and 
technical assistance programs for farmers are aimed at men.  Informally, discussions 
about local farming news, purchasing prices of local beneficios, or crop strategies 
typically are discussed in male spaces like the field, the cantina, or fútbol games. This 
does not underscore women’s contribution to the household. Women are responsible for 
cooking, cleaning, and laundry.  Sick found that typically, women rise before men in 
order to accomplish the many hours of work in one day. Sick estimates that women spend 
approximately seventy hours a week performing household duties (53).   
 Like labor, land is a key component to economic stability in coffee producing 
areas. Very generally, the more land owned for coffee cultivation the greater the wealth 
of the small farmer. Sick notes that according to Costa Rican inheritance law, land is 
supposed to be split equally among male and female children.  In practice, however, men 
have greater land access.  For women, claims to land thru inheritance or other legitimate 
avenue provide them greater power in decision-making processes impacting the 
household.  For example, women who provide land for their landless husbands to farm 
often have greater freedom to purchase goods and make decisions about the land than 
women who enter marriages landless.  Additionally, Sick explains that age impacts land 
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access as well, as older men control much more land than younger men.  Sick teases out 
varied strategies that households illustrate to manage land and labor.  Some parents pass 
land on to their children before they die. Some do not.  Some extended families work as 
cooperative units, with each nuclear family realizing the profits from the piece of land 
they are responsible for. These families share farm equipment and inputs purchases and 
jointly decide where to sell their crop.  Other families work land parcels with more 
autonomy- buying individual equipment and inputs and making individual decisions 
about where to sell.  
Sick aptly captures the push and pull between producers and beneficios. 
Undoubtedly, beneficios are powerful players in the lives of small producers.  It is at the 
beneficio where the small producer realizes economic success in the form of a good price 
for his coffee, or, on the contrary, where he can become ensnared in layers of debt for 
money borrowed against his crop.  Small producers are not, however, at the mercy of 
beneficios.  Sick explains that producers employ a number of strategies when selecting 
where to sell coffee.  This process is impacted by several factors, including price to be 
paid for cherries, history and trust relationship between farmer and processor, and level 
of debt to processor. Because small-producers in this area have a number of beneficios 
from which to chose, they can maneuver among all five of them. For example, in order to 
free up cash flow, a farmer could sell to a beneficio to whom he is not indebted, ensuring 
that he will not lose all of his coffee profits from a harvest to the repayment of debt to 
another beneficio, who would hold back some of the coffee proceeds for dept repayment. 
Additionally, farmers enjoy the freedom to leave beneficio relationships that they do not 
find productive. Also, farmers can sell high quality harvests (with few green cherries) to 
more selective beneficios, ensuring that they are rewarded for more meticulous picking, 
while selling lower quality harvests to other beneficios with less stringent standards.   
 She also notes that farmers will borrow money for their farms that they actually 
use for other purposes like funding a child’s education or making home improvements, 
even though the loans are not granted for such purposes.  In an extreme case of economic 
maneuvering, one man who owned a small coffee farm but lived in another province, 
used loan money to fund his electronics business in a metropolitan area around San Jose 
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(1999:99).  The need for creative financing exists in all facets of Costa Rican society 
where in 1991 interest rates were around 40 percent.   
 In many parts of Costa Rica, coffee production, while still important to 
households, has become part of a more complex household reproduction strategy in light 
of diminishing market prices and increased production costs caused by increasing prices 
of inputs and fuel costs.  Many small producers in Costa Rica combine coffee production 
with other forms of income in order to diversify.   However, the situation in rural Pérez 
Zeledón looks bleak as few opportunities appear for wage labor and women have not met 
with much success in producing handicrafts that have caught tourists’ eyes.  Additionally, 
beef and diary markets are not well-established in her research area and do not offer any 
more stability than coffee.  She writes: 
Thus, although   they complained about how much money they were losing with 
coffee, during the time of my field research most farmers in Pérez Zeledón felt 
that coffee continued to be their best option (112). 
 
One gets a sense from Sick’s ethnography that Costa Rican coffee producers will 
continue to embrace the crop as long as they possibly can.   
I appreciate the fact that Sick’s research was household/family based.  One gets a 
sense of people’s agency and dynamism, not in the context of a large social movement, 
but in the context of everyday practice.  My research takes much from her work, but also 
takes questions about household responses to downturns in the agricultural economy in 
some other directions.  First, because of the proximity of Los Bajos to the metropolitan 
area of San Jose, rural people in Los Bajos have different types of employment options 
than the coffee producers of Perez Zeledon.  Second, farmers of Los Bajos engage in 
much more diverse production.  Finally, while Sick provided a fine political economic 
perspective on coffee-producing households, she did not set out to tackle the issue of 
campesino identity and what it means to those who claim it.  This seems important if we 
are to understand why campesinos, or peasants, persist.  My point is that if structurally all 
the cards seemed stacked against the survival of the small farmer, coffee-producer or not, 
should we not look to culturally-focused explanations for the persistence of campesino 





Identity Studies in Latin America 
In anthropology today, many Latin Americanists working with identity focus 
predominantly on social movements and identity politics in Latin America (cf. Collier 
1999; Hale 1994; Edelman 1999, 2001; Nash 2001; Escobar 1995; Warren 2005; de la 
Peña 2005; Jackson 2005).  While clearly contributing important insight, overemphasis 
on mobilized identities fails to consider the more mundane sides of identity, namely those 
who never mobilize.  Most social movements studies in Costa Rica tend to focus on 
particular organized groups, rather than on small, local community interactions (Edelman 
2000; Anderson 1990:1991).  In reality, one can expect to find peasants with widely 
varying political positions, from the most radical to the most conservative.   Focusing on 
radicalized peasants, while useful and important, overlooks a significant portion of the 
peasants of Costa Rica. 
Campesinos of Los Bajos, to my knowledge, have not blocked highway access or 
occupied churches demanding the ear of the state. Nevertheless, they deserve 
anthropological attention, because they inform us about what’s going on in daily life, 
away from the hyper-political world of social movements. I propose, if one really wants 
to understand the cultural dynamics of a place and its people, it is just as useful to study 
the daily practice of non-mobilized people.  Additionally, focusing solely on resistance 
movements creates a blind spot in understanding power dynamics.  As Abu-Lughod has 
noted, many studies of resistance are “more concerned with finding resistors and 
explaining resistance than with examining power” (1990:41).  In the same work she 
argues: 
Most important, studying the various forms of resistance will allow us to get at 
the ways in which intersecting and often conflicting structures of power work 
together these days in communities that are gradually becoming more tied to 
multiple and often nonlocal systems.  These are central issues for theories of 
power which anthropologists are in a unique position to consider (1990: 42) 
 
I believe one need not look far to see resistance at work on multiple levels.  In the area 
where I conducted research, the campesino woman who paints her toenails provocatively 
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could be said to be resisting patriarchy. School kids who are forced to wear uniforms, but 
assert their personalities through accessories and hairstyles could be said to be resisting 
institutional authority.  Campesinos who continue to grow beans and corn despite the lack 
of support from the government could be said to be resisting state power and forces of 
globalization.  Prostitutes who sell sex in order to make money in the countryside could 
be said to be resisting patriarchy as well as embracing patriarchy simultaneously.  By 
acknowledging the fact that in social reality there are always various forms of resistance, 
we create a better scope for understanding one example of resistance.  We will see many 
examples of resistance in this dissertation, from guaro (illegal rum) production, to 
clothing choices, to under-reporting of land ownership.  By themselves as examples of 
resistance they are not all that noteworthy.  Taken in context of place, space, and time, 
among many other examples, they become more meaningful.  No doubt, these examples 
do show us that we all have weapons of resistance at our disposal that may signal our 
noncompliance, displeasure, and/or power (Scott 1985). 
 
What Price, Coherence? 
 
In one of her many articles about Latin American culture and politics, Alma 
Guillermoprieto includes a conversation she had with the Secretary of Public Works for 
Rio De Janiero. They were discussing his recommendation to the city to include a place 
in one of the reserves surrounding Rio for followers of Afro-Brazilian religions to deposit 
their food offerings, rather than putting them in the city streets, which created more work 
for an over-burdened public works crew.  Part of his vision stemmed from the fact that he 
also identified with a spiritualism that made it possible for him to explain how “food 
offerings that are made by human beings in this three-dimensional universe can actually 
get absorbed into a parallel vibratory particulate magnetic field” (Guillermoprieto 
1994:153).  She writes: 
...So I asked him what he himself believed in. 
 
“I believe in reincarnation and communication with the spirits,” he said.  “But I 
also believe in the founding principles of Marxism-Leninism.”  He shrugged, 
smiled mischievously, and added, “Where is it written that we have to be 
coherent?” (Guillermoprieto 1994:153). 
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This is a good spirit to take into the remainder of this dissertation.  Not that I intend to be 
ridiculously incoherent, but that people and identities are not coherent, no matter how we 
wish they might be.   
In the field, I remember watching a young man finish up his duties caring for 
some hogs, dust off his hands on his blue jeans, and mount an elegant black mare that he 
expertly moved through a series of advanced footwork routines.  Clad in his dirty 
trousers, black rubber boots, and machete, he embodied what I thought of as a campesino 
prototype of central Costa Rica.  I returned to his parents’ home an hour later to find him 
freshly showered, clad in black dress pants, a white button down shirt, and a black bow 
tie.  I wondered where he was off to as he grabbed his motorcycle helmet and darted out 
the door. When I inquired, I was told he was on his way to the city where he worked at a 
hotel.   
 Of course, practicing the social sciences would probably be a much easier project 
if people were coherent and predictable, but alas, they are not.  I do not believe that this is 
the product of postmodernity, technology, or globalization, but rather I believe that 
people have probably never adhered to labels constructed for them by social scientists, 
politicians, philosophers, or the clergy.  The way we get over the hurdle of people’s 
complexity is through honoring it by conducting in-depth fieldwork where we 
contextualize the labels we use with data from lived experience.  In this dissertation, I am 
most concerned with what people tell me it means to them to be campesinos in a 
particular place and time; therefore this dissertation should not be read as an attempt to 
craft a grand theory of peasant identity, or to tell peasants world-wide who they are or are 
not.  Instead, it is an in-depth study that examines people’s material and cultural realities 
and what they have to say about who they are.  A peasant is not a peasant is not a peasant.   
Stuart Hall (1991:49) writes: 
The notion that identity has to do with people that look the same, feel the same, 
call themselves the same, is nonsense.  As a process, as a narrative, as a discourse, 
it is always told from the position of the Other. 
 
I agree with the first part of Hall’s statement, because like Hall, I believe that actors are 
“composed of multiple social identities, not one.” (1991:57).  However, Hall also asserts 
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that identity is always constructed from the position of the “other.”  Multiple scholars 
who write about identity write how we know who we are by who we are not, or by those 
who we see as different from ourselves (cf. Natter and Jones’ constitutive outside 1997; 
hooks’s margins; Said’s Orientalism, Hall’s The West and the Rest).   Tsing (1993) 
engages a discussion on difference by focusing on marginality and how it is constructed.  
She notes that among a number of scholars (hooks, Said, and Henry Louis Gates, Jr.) 
their positionality in the world has implications for how they write about difference.  For 
example, for Said (1979) the West and the Orient mutually constitute one another by 
reaffirming and placing values on particular differences.  Gates, meanwhile, criticizes 
Said for employing only a post-colonial framework for understanding identity and 
difference because not all encounters are framed by history with colonialism.  Yet, all of 
these approaches use very old toolkits to understand identity construction.  At the base of 
all three rests a dualism- me and the other. James Ferguson grapples with this in his 
ethnography, Expectations of Modernity.  He writes: 
This then is the puzzle of cultural dualism on the Copperbelt: how are we to 
square a well-founded suspicion of dualist models of society and culture with the 
ethnographic fact of a persistent sort of cultural bifurcation- one moreover that 
informants insisted on conceptualizing in terms of tradition and modernity, the old 
and the new, the rural and the urban? (1999:93)  
 
This statement begs the question, how can you combat outdated discourse when it is put 
into practice and actually embodied by local people?  
 The campesinos of Los Bajos draw important distinctions between themselves 
and urban people, between themselves and other Costa Ricans who live in other zones, 
and between campesinos and professionals. Like the people on the Copperbelt in 
Ferguson’s work, rural Costa Ricans speak a discourse of modernization theory when 
they assert the differences between peasants and professionals and when they encourage 
their children to go to school so that they can have a professional position.  In this way I, 
too, struggle with how to couple both the hybridity of campesino identity while at the 
same time struggling with people’s easy use of overly simple discourse that reinforce the 
idea of the country mouse and the city mouse, the roles of women and the roles of men, 




Globalization and Neoliberalism 
 
 In the past decade, narratives of globalization and neoliberalism have been used 
as frameworks to explain what’s going on in the contemporary world.  Neoliberal 
philosophies hold up an amorphous free market concept as the panacea for global 
economic development challenges.  Neoliberalism has guided the development 
philosophies of the World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and United States Agency 
for International Development.  The impacts of the adoption of such a philosophy have 
been mixed.  However, like the concept of globalization, neoliberalism has become a sort 
of catchphrase word to explain away economic development challenges.  For those on the 
left, if small farmers are struggling, it is because their government has too fervently 
embraced neoliberal philosophies.  On the right, if small farmers are struggling it is 
because they have not enthusiastically embraced the free market.  The point is that we 
need to be careful to not overlook other factors, political, cultural, and economic, that 
may be impacting peoples’ abilities to make a living.  Attributing all the world’s woes to 
neoliberalism and globalization amounts to the same thing as attributing all the world’s 
woes to capitalism, an overly simplistic approach (Ortner 1984).  For that reason, in this 
dissertation I want to foreground cultural practices of the peasantry in Los Bajos, rather 
than focusing solely on relations of power and economics.  
Globalization and neoliberalism come together most obviously through the 
concept of the global marketplace, where currency, media, commodities, workforces, and 
information can be exchanged, relocated, and connected almost instantaneously.  Perhaps 
it is best to view the concepts of neoliberalism and globalization as cousins- both have a 
part to play in the current global landscape. Globalization has become such a catchphrase 
that it’s starting to have no more lay meaning than the ever-so-casually elicited word we 
all know and love, culture.  Cheerleaders of globalization like Tom Friedman (2000), 
Microsoft, or Google, paint a picture of globalization as an increasingly positive process 
that continuously links people, corporations, media, and technology in an advantageous 
way to promote economic and social development.  These optimistic capitalists see 
globalization as a sort of unidirectional, evolutionary development- an exciting chapter in 
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the History of Humankind.  As we expand markets, improve technology, develop new 
workforces, we march ever-forward in the evolution of humans.   
Many people, myself included, are skeptical of this over-simplistic rhetoric of 
“globalization is good.”  Some scholars question just how new globalization is (Cooper 
2001).  David Ruccio argues that rather than this being an era of globalization, we are 
really still in the middle of an era of imperialism.  He writes: 
Imperialism, different from globalization or other such terms, is a 
multidimensional set of practices (economic, political, and cultural) with no 
necessary unity or inevitability about them.  They may and often do work together 
but with no singular purpose or organizing entity.  And just as they are set in 
motion they can be resisted, deflected, and even stopped (2003:19). 
 
While it is true that resistance to globalization is possible and does certainly occur, social 
science’s obsession with tracking resistance movements has produced a bountiful 
literature that purports to show how local people subvert and re-work globalization.  We 
begin romancing the local level to a point where we lose sight of what is going on.  Are 
people really resisting globalization?  Or are they responding to food shortages, political 
oppression, environmental degradation, or lack of health care?  While all of these things 
can be tied to globalization, they cannot necessarily be linked causally to globalization 
per say.  As Richard Wilk has argued in his work among the Kekchi Maya in Belize:  
“Kekchi households adapt to local economic and ecological situations, not global ones” 
(1997:9).  Market access, land, resources, the environment, labor organization, are all 
shaped through a framework of local cultural meanings.  
In this way, framing every social conflict in a struggle between the global and the 
local misses the mark.  Hardt and Negri criticize critical thinkers on the left that:  
Have sought to recompose sites of resistance that are founded on identities of 
social subjects or national or regional groups, often grounding analysis on the 
localization of struggles. 
 
This critique has merit.  They also note that the local/global split promotes a false 
dichotomy that perpetuates a myth of the local being more natural- a myth that “fixes and 
romanticizes social relations and identities.” (44). We cannot blindly accept that all things 
local are good.  We also cannot assume that all local actors are responding to forces of 
globalization.  Peasants, for example, may be tied to their land, but they might also be 
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destroying it (Stonich 1995).  For me, the best solution is to think like Stuart Hall when it 
comes to globalization.  There are not two distinct local and global fields.  We should 
instead, “not make a distinction between the local and the global,” because, “there is 
always an interpenetration of the two” (1991: 61). 
Like Richard Wilk, I carried many preconceived notions about peasants in Costa 
Rica into the field with me.  Having read Peasants Against Globalization, I imagined it 
quite possible that I would find peasants in Acosta to resemble the folks discussed who 
participated in national peasant organizations in Costa Rica.  I had also digested such a 
wide array of literature on globalization, privatization, and neoliberalism that I initially 
chalked up all of the problems facing the countryside to the Costa Rican nation state’s 
grappling with the remnants of the Latin American Debt Crisis and subsequent structural 
adjustment. All of these notions, like Wilk’s, required rethinking the more time I spent in 
the field.  I saw producers frustrated not so much with global coffee prices as with pig or 
orange prices sold to local markets.  I saw people losing yields not because they did not 
farm but because their land was less fertile than in previous years.  I saw local 
circumstances that could not all be explained away by global political and economic 
currents (although certainly agricultural prices are tied to global trends).   
 In order to hope to examine what’s going on in the countryside of Los Bajos, I 
am compelled to use two distinct anthropological lenses to talk about what’s happening- 
a material (political economic) one and an cultural (interpretive) one.  Di Leonardo 
(1991) emphasizes the strengths of scholars like Hobsbawm, Anderson, and Roseberry 
who link culture and political economy approaches which highlight how nations, 
nationalism, identities, etc. are inventions or imagined processes.  These “social 
constructivist” approaches help reveal how seemingly “natural” concepts like race, 
sexuality, nationality, or gender are “culturally contingent” (di Leonardo 1991).   
Similarly, Marcus and Fischer (1986) argue that interpretive anthropological 
approaches will meet with continued success only if they incorporate a political economy 
perspective into an understanding of just who the anthropological subject is and the 
multitude of local, regional, and global political and economic systems that play a role in 
the construction of people and places.  They write: 
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The cultures of world people need to be constantly rediscovered as these people 
reinvent them in changing historical circumstances, especially at a time when 
confident metanarratives or paradigms are lacking:  as we noted, ours is an era of 
“postconditions” – postmodern, postcolonial, postraditional (1986:24).  
 
This dissertation takes as a starting point, the importance of examining the reinvention of  









CHAPTER  FOUR 
 
LOCAL AND NATIONAL HISTORIES AND  
THE CONSTRUCTION OF DIFFERENCE 
 
In the past two hundred years, Costa Rica has shifted from a largely ignored 
imperial property, to a sovereign, democratic welfare state, and from there to an aid-
dependent and debt-ridden nation in the process of structural adjustment.  Throughout 
this journey, peasants have been present.  It would do us some good to revisit Costa 
Rica’s past so as to better understand the history of peasants in the nation.  This is 
particularly important in the case of Costa Rica because historically peasants, or small 
producers, have played an important role both in the national historical imagination and 
also in the expansion of Costa Rican citizens into frontier zones. Because of their role in 
the national historical imagination and because of the history of settlement in Costa Rica, 
I argue that peasants of central Costa Rica are not the “others” that they might be in other 
nations.  The “others” of Costa Rica are not rural farmers but instead those constructed as 
“outsiders” – either recent immigrants or not-so-recent immigrants who have stayed 
oriented towards the margins of the nation.   
This chapter focuses on the construction of a white campesino identity that has 
been tied to central Costa Rica’s particular history, economy, and place.  Campesinos of 
central Costa Rica have enjoyed a cherished role in Costa Rica’s historical imagination 
because of their historical relationship with coffee cultivation, subsistence agriculture, 
and the development of the nation.  Popular Costa Rican lore would have one believe that 
Central Costa Rican peasants of the past and present exist in some timeless, classless, and 
charming countryside that is peopled by “white” peasants farming small plots of 
productive land.  Because of the historic particularity of the peasant in Costa Rica (as 
juxtaposed to histories of the peasantry in other Latin American nations), I argue that 
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who gets to claim the cherished peasant identity that is mythologized in Costa Rican 
history books and cultural productions is restricted to those who draw on whiteness and a 
connection to central Costa Rica. “Others” like Nicaraguans and Blacks, who have also 
played important roles in the history of the nation and particularly in agricultural 
expansion get left out of the much idealized and celebrated peasant iconography of Costa 
Rica.  In order to highlight the way “others” have been excluded from the national 
historical imagination, I review the history of Black West Indians’ experience in the 
nation.  I also offer a glimpse at how difference gets constructed on the ground by 
peasants of Los Bajos, who draw distinctions between themselves and Blacks and 
Nicaraguans.   
 
Settlement of Acosta and Los Bajos 
 
The canton of Acosta was originally part of the canton of Aserrí, a canton located 
closer to San Jose.  The canton of Acosta was created October 27, 1910.  The first settlers 
arrived in 1874 and 1875 from areas closer to San Jose like Desamparados, Aserrí, 
Alajuelita, and San Francisco de Dos Rios.  According to the Cantonal Atlas of Costa 
Rica, “in the pre-Columbian epic, the territory that corresponds with Acosta was 
inhabited by indigenous people called Reino Huetar de Occidente and fell under the 
dominion of cacique Garavito” (Chinchilla 1987:64).  
Coffee production exploded at the end of the nineteenth century in central Costa 
Rica.  From 1838 to 1890 land dedicated to coffee production increased from 345 
hectares to 20,000 hectares (Rice 1999: 559 citing Dunkerley 1988: 20).  Historians note 
that as the coffee-growing land of the meseta central became more precious, and fell 
increasingly under the control of coffee elites, small and poorer farmers were pushed up 
and out over the mountains that surrounded San Jose (Seligson 1977).  How coffee 
changed central Costa Rica is not widely agreed upon, because as Gudmonson (1983) 
notes, few historians agree on what agrarian village life was like before the coffee boom.  
Gudmonson continues: 
In effect, the colonial regime and its pre-capitalist village economy was a far more 
complex and solid reality than the image of is resurrected by national 
historiography.  This village economy succumbed to the coffee revolution, but 
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despite its transformation and partial destruction within the new order, this 
remains the necessary starting point for any serious analysis of later development. 
(1983:430). 
 
One thing is clear, coffee’s success spelled change for unlanded or poorer peasants who 
had theretofore been living on marginal land around San Jose (marginal only in the sense 
that it was the “outskirts”) These outskirts had become or would soon become precious 
coffee producing lands.  People sought out new lands, like Acosta, to settle and cultivate. 
The first small church in Acosta was constructed in 1878 and a larger parish 
church was constructed in 1899.  In 1910, San Ignacio was designated a village and the 
head settlement of the canton of Acosta, and most infrastructural and institutional 
development centered there.  The first water line was completed in 1924. Public lights 
were installed in the San Ignacio in 1953.  The first high school was built in 1966 and 
was called Liceo de Acosta.  In 1976, the high school was renamed Colegio Técnico 
Profesional Agropecuario de Acosta.  San Ignacio was designated a city in 1970. 
In the scant historical information that is available on Acosta, most writers simply 
list original settlers, recall the line of parish priests, and name the dates that important 
buildings were constructed. They also always mention that the canton was named in 
honor of don Tomás de Acosta, the governor of Costa Rica during Spanish rule from 
1797-1810. 
It is difficult to ascertain precisely when the first settlers made their way to Los 
Bajos, where I conducted research.  Generally speaking, the parents of the oldest 
community members of Los Bajos were settlers of the zone, sometime around the turn of 
the century.  For example, my elderly neighbor’s parents, married and had nine children 
in Bajo Uno.  My neighbor’s father was nineteen when he arrived in Bajo Uno.  The first 
generation of children in this family either stayed in Bajo Uno, or left for other “virgin 
lands” like Guapiles, in Limon Province, where land was cheaper, flatter, and hence, 
easier to work.  In the next generation (my neighbor’s children’s generation), similar 
migration patterns were displayed- people either stayed in Bajo Uno or they relocated to 
other agricultural zones where land was cheaper and sometimes free.  With this 
generation, some children migrated east to Guapiles either to farm land or work as 
bananeros, while others headed south to San Isidro de General, what was then the 
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expanding frontier of Costa Rica.   In this way, the settlement of Los Bajos and the 
settlement of other agricultural lands of Costa Rica can be envisioned as a process that 
occurred over several decades.  People left their homelands in search of cheaper 
agricultural land until at last there was no more frontier (Augelli 1987). This process 
unfolded in a very different way than the settlement of the United State’s westward 
march.  With San Jose nestled geographically in more of the center of the nation, most 
settlement moved out from San Jose first and from there out into the hinter regions of the 
nation. 
 
Searching for Heroes 
 
In Steven Palmer’s examination of Costa Rican official nationalism in the late 
19th century, he argues that Liberal politicians needed secular, iconic heroes to embody 
values of a liberal republic. But they faced problems- Costa Rica never really fought for 
independence and the majority of meaningful symbols were religious. In a most anti-
climactic tale of independence, Costa Ricans were told of their independence on October 
13, 1821 by a messenger from Guatemala.  Independence of the Central American states 
had actually been claimed September 15, 1821.  To remedy this situation, Liberals, 
according to Palmer, “excavated” Costa Rica’s Juan Santamaría, a member of Costa 
Rica’s popular class who set fire to the building where gringo William Walker was 
operating his forces- essentially kicking Walker’s forces out of Costa Rica.  Decades after 
this event, the 1856 Battle of Rivas that contained Santamaría’s historic act became a 
“surrogate war for independence” that liberals evoked to make Costa Rican nationalism 
and sovereignty meaningful to its subjects.  Palmer writes: 
Santamaría’s heroic act thus represented both a more ancient Costa Rican 
yearning for national realization (which never actually existed), and a 
demonstration of full-bloomed populist nationalist consciousness (which did not 
exist in 1856), and which was precisely what the myth of Santamaría was 
intended to create (1993:62). 
 
In the transformation of Santamaría from commoner to war hero, Palmer reports that he 
was made whiter, by never using his nickname Erizo, which described his frizzy mulatto 
hair, and by casting out any artistic renderings that did not make him appear a sort of 
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general Tico hero that could stand for all of Costa Rica, which was, in liberal historical 
tradition, a white republic. 
The transformation of Erizo to Juan Santamaría, is hardly the only example of 
how Costa Rica’s official past has been whitened and leveled in an effort to construct a 
mythical history of a classless and ethnically homogenous nation (c.f. Cruz 2000; Stocker 
2000; Gudmonson 1995; Kutschbach 1995).  The education of Costa Rican students was 
another area where the virtues of the popular class could be extolled. One history 
textbook (quoted in a recent ethnography entitled The Ticos) was widely used in Costa 
Rican classrooms wove a tale of Costa Rica as: 
A small world in which the family was born and raised far from other farms.  
Their simple life, without ambition or desires, gave the inhabitants a rude, 
mistrustful, very individualistic character.  They were without exception, peasants 
who had to till the soil for their food: and as a result, Costa Rica became a rural 
democracy.  Unlike other Spanish colonies, Costa Rica had no social classes or 
castes, no despotic functionaries who looked down on others, no powerful Creoles 
owning land and slaves and hating Spaniards, no oppressed mestizo class 
resentful of the maltreatment and scorn of the Creoles (quoted in Biesanz, et. al 
1999:19). 
 
The white “Tico” small farmer served as the example of model citizen, exhibiting 
humility, hard work and a love of peace.   
I had a chance to glimpse how even today the Costa Rican educational tradition 
continues to use Santamaría as the hero of the republic.  At the small elementary school 
in the village where I lived, students celebrated Juan Santamaría day by reenacting the 
burning of the barn where the gringo William Walker was hiding out. The girls and boys 
donned red campesino kerchiefs around their necks and straw hats atop their head.  After 
a small civic presentation that took place beneath a schoolyard sign that read “this school 
does not tolerate physical aggression,” the students took up arms and headed to the 
parking lot behind the school where they had constructed a makeshift barn from cane 
fronds.  One group of students was assigned the role of gringos and another group served 
as Costa Rican soldiers. The students made play “bang bang” noises using both wooden 
play guns and plastic water pistols.  The young boy playing the role of Juan Santamaría 
set the barn afire while the students playing the role of William Walker’s force fled the 




Figure 4.1:  Students reenacting Juan Santamaría’s heroic act prepare for their 
attack on William Walker’s forces. (Photo By Erin Ricci) 
 
Seeking to explain why Latin America served as the incubator for the idea of “the 
nation”, Anderson (1991) argues that the presence of administrative units dating back to 
the sixteenth century helped solidify the idea of the nation-state to Spanish colonies.  He 
writes: 
The original shaping of the American administrative units was to some extent 
arbitrary and fortuitous, marking the spatial limits of particular military conquests.  
But, over time, they developed a firmer reality under the influence of geographic, 
political, and economic factors (Anderson 52). 
 
It is quite possible that administrative units in Costa Rica enjoyed even more legitimacy 
than their neighbors because most histories of Costa Rica note the colony’s relative 
unimportance to the metropole.  This led Costa Rica’s administrative units to largely 
govern themselves. 
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Cruz (2000) describes Juan Vasquez de Coronado as a key author of what would 
become Costa Rica’s “imagined” history of tranquility.  She writes that Coronado sent 
reports back to the Spanish metropole about his benevolent treatment of Indians, while 
downplaying the intra-Spanish conflict that occurred in the province.  According to Cruz: 
The result was rhetorical hegemony at the critical point of Costa Rica’s “founding 
moment”: the leading conqueror not only controlled the flow and substance of 
reports from the periphery to the metropole, but just as importantly his reports 
created an impression of general harmony (2000:295). 
 
This led, not just to an imagined identity on which to base a nation state, but a good 
global reputation as early as the sixteenth century. 
Cruz argues that how nations construct their histories plays an important role in 
the creation of a field of future possibilities. By constructing an imagined history of 
colonization as a conflict-free time of humble beginnings, Cruz argues that Costa Rican 
elites constructed an historical field that, while lending them access to power, also 
restricted their behavior.  As Cruz explains: 
In postcolonial Costa Rica, for example, competing elites deployed the memory 
of a “happy” colonial experience in order to garner support for their own 
particularist agendas.  In so doing, they diminished their own chances as 
particularist dominance and improved the prospects for national unity and a 
common developmental agenda (2000:311) 
 
Cruz describes early political leaders in postcolonial (1821) Costa Rica as “political 
entrepreneurs” who faced a decision between promoting a “bloody localism” that pitted 
local elites against one another and an option that “exploited Costa Ricans’ colonial self-
image as a poor but peaceful people” (2000:297).  The Pact of Harmony signed in 1821 
attempted to combat localism by forcing high officials to reside equal parts of each year 
in Costa Rica’s four main cities.  While localism remained an issue, the post-colonial era 
continued to pull from pre-colonial themes that focused on the diligence of small farmers, 
their love of harmony, and the myth of whiteness to ensure stability among a largely 
mestizo population (Biesanz, et. al. 1999; Cruz 2000; Lara et. al 1995). 
Equally important as the white myth in the construction of Costa Rica’s imagined 
history was the role credited to the small farmer in laying the groundwork for a peaceful 
and modestly successful nation.  Gudmonson notes: 
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Within Costa Rica historiography in particular, small holders have figured both as 
a sort of endangered species to be saved by reformist politics in the mid-twentieth 
century literature, and later as fundamental building blocks of abstract models of 
social and economic evolution (Gudmonson 1995:113). 
 
While founding myths have helped stabilize the nation by providing a code of behavior 
that limits overt conflict, these founding myths have also legitimized the exclusion of 
others living in Costa Rica, such as plantation laborers living on both coasts.  
Additionally, the fact that political entrepreneurs who held regional power emerged as 
leaders reveals colonial and postcolonial stratification- debunking the myth of the poor 
farmer as the founding father of Costa Rican nationhood.  While the myth of the small 
white farmer persists in the way people think about their identities in Central Costa Rica, 
the fact is that certainly different ethnic populations populated Central Costa Rica during 
colonization, but these histories are not cherished in the same way that the “white” 
peasant past is.   
For example, not much is written on black populations that lived in Colonial 
Costa Rica, but we know from census records and other historical documents from The 
National Archives that black and part-black populations played a role in the early days of 
the colony. The earliest black visitors to colonial Costa Rica did not come of their own 
free will, but arrived as slaves in the mid 16th century.  Black and part-black populations, 
according to Olien, exhibited different adaptations to Colonial life.  Some worked the 
cacao plantations and may have not been totally integrated into Colonial society, 
although Olien notes that they were “given Spanish names and Christianized” (Olien 16).  
On the West Coast, other blacks worked with cattle or in indigo dyeing and were more 
frequently given their freedom because slavery there was too costly. 
The development of coffee cultivation began in the mid nineteenth century, only a 
few decades after independence.  According to Gudmonson (1995:116), before becoming 
a rich coffee cultivation zone, the land of the central mesa was used for the shifting 
cultivation of corn and beans.  Until 1864 and the adoption of the Public Property 
Register, producers used common land or unclaimed forest for cultivation of crops.  The 
Public Property Register, “granted homesteading rights and confirmed ownership in old 
settlements based solely on peaceful occupation for ten years or more” and also 
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established the basis for the small producer model that predominated in the Central Mesa 
(Gudmonson 1995:17). 
Sick argues that Costa Rica’s political and economic past created a middle class 
of small farmers absent in the histories of other coffee-producing areas of Latin America 
where production was usually controlled by large estate owners.  Costa Rica’s low 
population densities resulted in labor shortages, which according to Sick, forced all 
landowners to work their farms “rather than administer them from the cities which was 
common elsewhere” (1999:22).  Roseberry notes that “although coffee processors and 
merchants held large farms that might average sixty thousand tress, the bulk of the land 
was held by small-scale producers, and a commercially-oriented peasantry emerged” 
(1995b:5).  The elites who steered Costa Rica’s entry into global coffee exchange saw no 
benefit in altering the patterns of small farm ownership present in rural areas. 
Despite the more democratic land distribution, the decision to produce an 
agricultural product for export had significant drawbacks, for example: 
Coffee has little direct use to farmers: it is a luxury beverage with little nutritive 
value for either farmer of their livestock.  Its primary value to farmers stems from 
the historically, culturally, socially (and perhaps politically) shaped desires of 
other people (Sick 1999:9). 
 
The peasantry fulfilled the labor requirements for the production of coffee, and the elite 
maintained hegemony over the industry by controlling processing, credit, and marketing 
realms in Costa Rica. Roseberry (1995:23) writes that “the small farmer/processor divide 
remains quite vivid in political and historio-graphical imagery.” While this might lead 
one to envision possibilities for producer-based uprisings against coffee-processor 
dominance, quite the contrary was true.  Gudmunson writes: 
In an era in which revolutionary and reformist agitation in Latin America most 
often based itself in the ranks of salaried workers in the export sector, with 
purportedly leftist, laborite ideology, coffee-producing smallholders and their 
leaders in Costa Rica elaborated an anti-labor, anti-Marxist doctrine of social 
change and national liberation.  They sought both to defeat labor-based political 
movements and to preempt their program for societal transformation, employing a 
“constructivist,” “interventionist,” liberalism and state support for coffee 
producers’ cooperative movement (Gudmunson 1995:114). 
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Kutschbach highlights that disputes among producers and processors were overseen 
successfully and peacefully by the state “which did not effect fundamental 
transformations of the social structure and political leadership…” (1995:167). 
Costa Rica’s early market for coffee consumption was in England, where 
Prior to World War II, financing for Costa Rican coffee was supplied by the 
London market.  European buyers were more than willing to advance payments to 
ensure a steady supply of high-quality coffee.  That credit was then distributed to 
farmers through beneficios (Sick 1999:27). 
 
Coffee elites, who also largely controlled politics in the nation, were able to ensure little 
taxation of the coffee industry.  In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, as 
coffee elites faced challenges to their power from urban industrialization and the 
development of enclave plantation economies Costa Rica, taxation increased (Sick 
1999:27 ). 
The emergence of a stratified system of coffee production developed over time 
through concentrations of land ownership by elite and successful producer families which 
resulted in a three class system:  day laborers, coffee producers, and coffee processors 
(Kutschbach 1995).  While the small farmer continued to serve as a guiding icon of Costa 
Rican national identity, the social fact of the matter was that small producers did not rule 
coffee production and that as before at the founding of the republic, elites maintained 
control over the coffee market by serving as the liaisons between external international 




Figure 4.2:  Present day small coffee producers bring their bags of coffee cherries 





Figure 4.3:  Coffee cherries roll down into a trailer after being measured by 
coffee company representatives. (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
 
Clearly, coffee elites dominated Costa Rican economics and politics in the 
nineteenth century; however, new sectors threatened this dominance.  The banana 
industry emerged in the Caribbean lowlands of Costa Rica when Minor C. Keith, a young 
citizen from the United States sought a product that would help fund railroad 
construction.  Assistance with railroad construction was requested by President Guardia 
who: 
Acted on a longstanding liberal and national dream of opening an outlet to the 
Atlantic and incorporating the Atlantic lowlands into the Costa Rican economy 
and polity…the deal was to lead to the establishment of vast banana plantations 
owned by United Fruit (formed in 1899), but Costa Ricans gained access to the 
Atlantic (1991:101). 
 
Even before the first plants came to maturity, in 1872 Keith began experimenting with 
shipping bananas to New Orleans (Jones and Morrison 1952:1).  The banana industry met 
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with initial blinding success. In 1883 111,000 bunches brought $47,000 and by 1895 
1,035,000 earned $410,000 (Jones and Morrison 1952:1). 
While railways undoubtedly led to expansion of the Costa Rican frontier, and 
enabled new settlement of inaccessible places, the development of the banana industry 
led to the development of an enclave, wage labor production area, virtually sealed off 
from the nation itself.  This is highlighted in Marquardt’s exploration of life on banana 
plantations from 1938-1962 where he writes that: 
Although then, as now, the meseta dominated Costa Rica’s political and economic 
order, the work culture of Pacifico Sur plantation inverted this national social 
hierarchy, a reversal, in many ways characteristic of the banana zone’s isolation 
from the main currents of national life in Costa Rica (Marquardt 2001:17). 
 
Additionally, the enclave of the plantation itself, while perched in Costa Rican soil, 
lacked a clear connection to San Jose.  As Bell notes: 
The United Fruit Company was a power unto itself, and its area was in every 
sense, except by formal definition, a colony where many of the characteristics of 
United States Imperialism, on which Communist propaganda often dwells, were 
exemplified… the Communist interpretation of the class struggle made unusually 
good sense and, consequently, the movement flourished (1971:25). 
 
The plantation then stood in stark contrast to the idyllic small farms that served as the 
historical framework by which Costa Ricans understood themselves.  This contrast cast 
plantation workers in a marginal light.  Plantation workers lived in close quarters in 
multi-family huts in poor sanitary conditions.  Biesanz et. al write: 
Coffee has been a focus of national pride, but bananas still symbolize imperialism 
and dependency.  Coffee is associated with the beautiful central Valley and 
“white” Ticos: bananas with hot, dangerous lowlands and “undesirable” 
Nicaraguans and Blacks… (1999:45) 
 
The importation of foreign laborers also fueled racism in the core of the nation.  
According to Sainz (1999:13-14), approximately 75 percent of the United Fruit 
Company’s work force was of Jamaican origin.  A Jamaican labor force offered practical 
advantages, for example they had previous experience with hard plantation labor, had 
strength and resistance to tropical diseases like Malaria, and they also spoke English 
(Sainz 1995).  According to Sainz, “The banana companies introduced a racial dimension 
to labor force management with a view to impeding class solidarity”(1999:14).  It is 
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certainly on the periphery of Costa Rica’s core central valley where challenges to its 
myth of peace, the role of the small farmer, and the whiteness of the nation are most 
clearly questioned. 
This marginality was no doubt reemphasized by the workers’ strike in 1934 in the 
Caribbean lowlands when workers demanded a minimum wage, fortnightly pay, health 
clinics, and recognition of the trade union.  According to Harpelle (2000), Black West 
Indians who came to Costa Rica to work the banana plantations faced discrimination 
from the United Fruit Company, the Government of Costa Rica, and the “white” Ticos 
who lived and worked in Limon Province.  The United Fruit Company never offered 
what would be called safe and humane working conditions (c.f. Marquardt 2001).  
Additionally, when Panama disease and Communist uprisings threatened to destroy 
United Fruit’s banana enclave in Costa Rica, United Fruit responded by uprooting its 
operations from the eastern lowlands in Limon Province to the Pacific Coast.  The 
agreement struck with the Costa Rican government to permit the move to the opposite 
side of the country, stipulated that Black West Indians could not be relocated to the 
Pacific to continue work there.  While the strike “mobilized the thousand workers,” and 
met with initial success, the United Fruit Company shortly thereafter concentrated its 
production in the southern Pacific lowlands, minimizing the impacts of the strike (Sainz 
1995:25; Jones and Morrison 1952).   According to Harpelle: 
Only one politician, Communist deputy Manuel Mora, appealed to the 
government to drop the prohibition but his protest was ignored.  On the final vote,  
even the two political representatives from Limon voted in favor of the new 
contract.  The 1934 contract was the first and only time that the movement of 
people of African descent in Costa Rica was restricted by legislation (1993:107). 
 
United Fruit’s retreat led not only to unemployment and economic uncertainty, but to the 
possibility of total infrastructural collapse:  United Fruit took services it had previously 
offered- “it ripped railway lines and bridges and dismantled the infrastructure that the 
West Indian community depended on for its survival” (Harpelle 2000:70-71).  Black 
West Indians were left in a precarious lurch.  
 Meanwhile, the government of Costa Rica viewed the move by United Fruit as an 
opportunity to operate greater control over the Eastern Coast, so they increased rents, 
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passed measures to make immigration into Costa Rica and travel to the West Indies more 
difficult, began to register the West Indian population that was in Limon, and engaged in 
institutional segregation15   (Harpelle 1993:108-110).  White political groups took severe 
stances on the Black West Indians, some public figures even suggested that the 
population be sterilized (Harpelle 2000:62).  White citizens of Limon got into the act too, 
demanding that West Indian immigration to Costa Rica be banned (ibid: 65). 
Some West Indians responded by leaving the nation, moving to Panama or 
returning to the West Indies.  But women and the elderly tended to stay behind (Harpelle 
1993:112).  The hostile racial climate and subsequent political and cultural turmoil bore 
African Nationalist sentiment and a Pocomania movement.   Joseph Hibbert left Costa 
Rica before the pull-out of United Fruit, but his time in Costa Rica undoubtedly impacted 
the way he understood black identity.  He moved to Jamaica and became one of the 
founders of Rastafarianism (Harpelle 1994:100).  Marcus Garvey, the founder of the 
Universal Negro Improvement Association (U.N.I.A.) lived in Limon from 1910-1911.  
According to Harpelle, Garvey returned to Limon (from whence he was kicked out) and, 
“…was met by cheering crowds.  Within a few days he ‘might easily’ have collected 
$50,000 dollars from West Indian banana workers for his U.N.I.A. ventures” (Harpelle 
1994:100).  U.N.I.A. had a strong presence in Limon society.  Women, in particular were 
able to participate in U.N.I.A. activities, but on a limited scale (Foote 2004).   
 But even the strong figures of international black unity did not cause as much of a 
scare in Limon as did the Pocomania religious movement that emerged almost 
simultaneously with the retreat of United Fruit and the entrance state political 
surveillance.  Pocomania scared not only white Ticos, but the black elites of Limon 
Province, who petitioned the Costa Rican government for help in combating the 
diabolism (Harpelle 1994).  Foote, argues that fear of Pocomania was also gendered in 
that: 
Female worshippers were described as ‘dancing naked from the waist up’, 
smoking marijuana and engaging in scandalous sexual behavior with minors as 
part of their rituals.  Participants were also accused of desecrating graces, dealing 
                                                 
15 According to Harpelle (1994:98): “…Shortly after the contract was signed, the municipality of Limon 
built a bathing complex for ‘whites only.’ That same year, seating at Limon’s three cinemas was segregated 
for the first time.” 
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in body parts and kidnapping children, and women were accused of offering their 
own children up for sacrifice (Foote 2004:204). 
 
The scandal over Pocomania gave Costa Rican law enforcement an excuse to exercise 
more surveillance over the upstart sects, and also helped construct yet another reason to 
be suspicious of blackness.  However, law enforcement found it difficult to prove that 
anyone was engaging in an overtly illegal behavior (Harpelle 1994).   
 Pocomania fed into a wider discourse of senility/hysteria that framed the public’s 
imagination of Black West Indians.  According to Foote, West Indian women particularly 
suffered from this discourse.  Senility was so feared by Ticos that a list of 50 Black West 
Indian individuals considered too dangerous to remain in Costa Rica was compiled 
although it was never enforced (Harpelle 1994).  
Much more could be included here to document the history and experience of 
Black West Indians, and already a lot of work has been done.  But this piece of history 
hopefully helps frame the roots from which have sprung popular understandings of race 
in Costa Rica today.  According to Biesanz et. al.: 
Prejudice and discrimination persist.  The idea that blacks are not really Ticos is 
stated or implied.  Many “white” Costa Ricans tell jokes depicting blacks as 
stupid and ugly and consider them good only for sports and music” (1999:115). 
 
The US Department of State reports that 94% of Costa Ricans are of European descent 
with “some mestizo.”  3% of Costa Ricans are of African origin. 1% are Chinese and 1% 
are Amerindian.  According to the Department of State:  
Unlike many of their Central American neighbors, present-day Costa Ricans are 
largely of European rather than mestizo descent; however, an estimated 10% to 
%1t of the population is Nicaraguan, of fairly recent origin and primarily of 
mestizo origin…  few of the native Indians survived European contact (US 
Department of State website).   
 
Because of Costa Rica’s unique colonial history, which resulted in far lower percentages 
of indigenous and mestizo peoples, the peasant identity in Costa Rica is tied historically 
to white, European settlement.  The “others” of Costa Rica are not the “white” 
campesinos who settled areas like Los Bajos.  On the contrary these peasants occupy a 
cherished place in Costa Rican history.  Peasants in central Costa Rica, in particular pose 
little threat to an established historical order.  They are not in positions of great power, 
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but at the same time they are not constructed as representing some type of problematic 
minority, as “others” like Nicaraguans and Blacks in Costa Rica are.  
On-the-ground, one can better appreciate the way the construction of difference 
occurs, as small farmers construct their own “others” through discourse.  Families in Los 
Bajos, for example, draw a grand distinction between themselves and Nicaraguans.  At 
times the levels of nationalism/racism feel unbearable to an outside observer.  Countless 
times the Nicaraguans, referred to as “Nicas” by Costa Rican “Ticos” lament the waves 
of illegal immigration into Costa Rica by Nicaraguan laborers.  In the minds of some 
rural folks in Los Bajos, all things that go wrong in Costa Rica can be attributed to 
Nicaraguans.  Guanacaste Province, the closest province to Nicaragua was historically a 
part of Nicaragua, so central Costa Ricans draw a distinction between Guanacastenos and 
themselves also.  They note how more Guanacastenos are mestizo and how their cuisines 
and lifestyles differ.  I would frequently get into discussions with folks about their deeply 
held prejudices against Nicaraguans and Guanacastenos, exclaiming, “but we all know 
Nicaraguans who come here and work hard, only to take care of their families.”   
Most people I talked with conceded that there were “good” Nicaraguans, but the 
bad ones were so bad that they overshadowed the good.  People who I otherwise found 
good-natured and loving would chastise their children, in the event that they were 
misbehaving, with the critique, “aahhhh you’re acting just like a Nica!”   
To the east of the Mesta Central, Limon Province consists of the highest 
concentrations of dark-skinned peoples of West Indian descent found in Costa Rica.   
There are very few dark skinned people in Los Bajos.  One man worked for the telephone 
company and another woman lived up the mountain in a neighboring community.  A 
child of a “mixed marriage” lived in my research community and was married to a local 
man who worked as a prison guard every other week in San Jose. People often referred to 
her as “La Negra,” or the black one.   
In Los Bajos, one particular family is said to clearly have indigenous ancestors, as 
they have darker skin and darker hair than others in the community.  Still, even this 
family would identify as being “white.”  While whiteness is important to central Costa 
Rican campesino identity, identifying as Hispanic has not taken hold.  I will never forget 
the night I was giving free English lessons to four high school students in my living 
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room.  I had not been in the field long and already local families were anxious for me to 
offer English classes to their children.  I explained that I did not have any materials that 
would allow me to give English instruction, and so they dug up a small book that one of 
my neighbors had tucked away.  The book was designed to teach non-English speaking 
Latin Americans English and was specifically focused on helping non-English speakers 
living in the United States.   
I took the book to a copy shop in Acosta and had copies made for each student.  
This allowed us to work through the book. They would practice saying things like, “What 
is the price of this dress?” or “I would like a job, because I am a hard worker.” 
Everything was going smoothly until we got to a phrase that read, “I am proud to be 
Hispanic” in Spanish and then said the same phrase in English.  Simultaneously, each 
students’ head perked up and looked at me quizzically.  They asked me, “What is 
Hispanic?”   
My husband and I explained that, as we understood it, to claim a Hispanic Identity 
meant to claim an identity based on language practice, in that all people who spoke 
Spanish in Latin America shared some common identity based on the fact that they spoke 
Spanish.  They laughed at us in disbelief, suggesting to us that we were clearly crazy- 
who had ever heard of this notion of being Hispanic? I explained that in the United States 
people from Latin America, or people of Latin American descent who speak Spanish 
often all identify as being Hispanic.  This could include people from Cuba, people from 
Costa Rica, people from Mexico, or even people born in the United States.  They 
understood the concept after that, but the interchange made me recognize the ease with 
which we throw identifiers around, and the possibility that often those identifiers have no 




Spend even one day in Costa Rica and you are likely to hear the Tico catch-all 
phrase “pura vida”- which translates as “pure life.”  One can read this phrase as a 
validation of a Tico outlook on life, or perhaps the phrase captures the amazing 
abundance of life that seems to be everywhere- the impatiens growing on the road banks, 
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the delicate orchids, or the exotic birds and amphibians (what has now become the 
marketable biodiversity that brings in millions of visitors per year).  But perhaps the word 
“pura” hints at something more sinister in the national imagination and the national 
historiography.  Perhaps it exemplifies a pompousness or pride that Ticos hold for the 
imagined “purity” of their nation.    
While whiteness is probably quite important to the Ticos who can claim it, it is 
also clear the myth legitimizes the exclusion of others living in Costa Rica, such as blacks 
and Nicaraguan immigrants.  It also renders invisible the histories of these groups, from 
which there is a good deal to be learned.  By re-visiting history, we can bring these 
stories to light and hopefully re-write the white myth. Working within a framework that 
views whiteness critically does not just unearth the “hidden histories” of minority groups, 
but also interrogates whiteness itself.  
Critical race scholars have argued that keys to understanding difference, racial 
and ethnic tensions, and political economic inequalities among different groups rest in an 
ability of scholars to make whiteness meaningful by presenting whiteness as an ethnic or 
racial category worthy of examination all its own (Dwyer and Jones 2000; Natter 2002; 
Kobatashi and Peake 2000). Moving forward, in other words, depends on making 
whiteness visible (hooks 1998:41).  Hopefully, the examination of the Black West Indian 
experience in Costa Rica’s history has not only brought other “colors” to the palette, but 
has also reemphasized the importance of “whiteness” in Costa Rican cultural and political 
discourse.  Much work remains to be done on the power of “whiteness” in the popular 
imagination of Costa Rica people, particularly those who claim whiteness as a 
meaningful identity.  
We shall see in subsequent chapters that peasants themselves draw on idealized 
histories and cultural understandings of peasantness when asked to talk about what it 
means to be a peasant.  In chapter six peasants refer to diet, dress, and demeanor to talk 
about what it means to be a peasant.  Peasants eat home grown food and dress and behave 
humbly. However, other chapters problematize this romantic ideal that the countryside is 
a classless, humble, farming wonderland.  Distribution of land in the area is extremely 
unequal, making it difficult for all residents to access homegrown food.  Inequality is 
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evident in housing quality, income, and middle-aged women’s access to income-earning 
opportunities.   
Many have abandoned full-time farming for other economic opportunities like 
urban prison guard employment.  Field observations of fiestas and other public events 
offer a glimpse at a variety of cultural forms that exist in the countryside, some 
“traditional” others seemingly more “urban” in flavor.  Humble clothing like boots and 
kerchiefs are often discarded in favor of “ropa Americana” that more resembles the 
clothing worn by popular television stars.   As economic opportunities in the countryside 
continue to dry up an increasing number of people go mobile- leaving the countryside for 
educational or economic opportunities not available at home.  While these changes don’t 
spell the demise of campesino culture and identity, they certainly point to the undeniable 






 FIELD DESCRIPTION 
 
 
For the past few decades, anthropologists have shied from presenting ethnography 
that resembles “little community” studies like those conducted by Robert Redfield, 
because of valid critiques wagered against such undertakings.  Peasant community 
studies in Latin America, in particular, faced harsh criticism for promoting the idea that 
peasant communities are “closed” systems, or that there is little class differentiation 
within peasant communities.  Indeed, focus has shifted from local to more regional or 
global perspectives, which certainly offers new ways to envision rural communities.  
Nevertheless, while critiques of community studies are quite valid, we do lose a great 
deal of ethnographic richness when we abandon in-depth examinations of particular 
communities or when we avoid even trying to get down a good description of the places 
we propose to study.     
Nash (2001) revisits peasant community studies, and reviews the critiques of the 
“closed corporate community” model that was once so popular in anthropology. She 
acknowledges that scholars who reproduced closed corporate communities as whole and 
bounded cultural units overlooked how external forces had shaped their construction in 
the first place.  However, she also notes that community studies offer ethnographic 
specifics on particular communities who do, in fact, possess different social organizations 
and cultural forms.   
I agree.  Within Costa Rica, great variation exists among peasant communities.  
Peasants are involved in different types of production (often due to microclimatic 
differences) and work within different kinds of labor structure.  Place matters when it 
comes to peasants as well.  Most importantly, regional variation among peasant 
communities is meaningful to peasants themselves- exemplified in the ways that peasants 
draw distinctions between themselves and other farming people in other regions of the 
nation.  Besides, focusing studies at the community/household level does not necessarily 
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condemn one to a “little community” approach.  One could hardly mistake the area of 
Los Bajos as “closed.”  Residents are constantly moving in and out of Los Bajos for 
purposes of work, school, or leisure.   
The remaining chapters that discuss Los Bajos should not be read as the definitive 
ethnographic description of Los Bajos, but rather as a glimpse at the community, 
permitting the reader to engage the remaining chapters with an increased understanding 
of community life and culture.  This chapter will provide an in-depth description of one 
of the communities found in Los Bajos, Bajo Uno.  I will offer a look at a day in the life 
of the community and then go on to discuss general aspects of social organization within 
the village.  The following chapter will provide a more detailed discussion of what 
campesino, or peasant, means in this particular place by examining what people report 
makes a peasant a peasant in the first place. 
 
A Day in the Life 
 
On weekday mornings Bajo Uno was abuzz with activity.  As early as 5 a.m. one 
could hear a housewife blaring loud dance music to accompany her as she began the daily 
officios16 of the house.  At this time, most farmers walked or rode horseback to where 
they would work that day.  Adding to the cacophony were each household’s semi-
automatic washing machines, the clickety-clack of horse hooves on the hard, dirt roads, 
the loud droll of wooden oxcart wheels and the old school bus that struggled each day to 
get the colegio17 students to Acosta and back.  
Midmorning became a bit more subdued. Women with farming husbands might 
prepare an early lunch for their husbands returning from the fields, if they had not packed 
them a lunch to eat in the field.  Women who still prepared traditional cuisine might have 
packed tamales wrapped in banana leaves for their husbands’ lunches. If women were 
finished with their chores and did not expect their husbands home, women could watch 
television, visit with neighbors, or pick up food or other items at the pulpería18.  By 
around ten o’clock, men reentered the village in order to eat lunch.  Lunch varied- beans 
                                                 
16 chores 
17 high school 
18 a small market and meeting place 
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and rice, fried egg and tortilla, cabbage or lettuce salad, and perhaps a bit of meat- 
chicken, beef, or pork. Potatoes, fried plantains, and boiled green bananas were also 
popular. Lunch was usually served up with a heaping glass of fresca (juice  home-made 
from some kind of local fruit, often citrus, but sometimes other things like tamarind or 
carrots).   
At lunchtime my neighbor’s oxen were left to doze in front of my house while he 
ate lunch.  Oxen served many purposes- hauling sugar cane destined to the sugar mill or 
the stomachs of livestock, hauling large, felled trees for construction purposes, and 
hauling produce to the road from landholdings that were impossible to access by car.  
Once, I even witnessed a team of oxen pulling a telephone company truck out of the mud.  
Oxen were still very appreciated and very utilized.   
Some men rested a bit after the early lunch.  Others headed right back out into 
work. Some men returned home in the early afternoon to take coffee, agua dulce, or 
fresca19.  Around the same time, children who attended the small elementary school 
walked home, usually stopping at the pulpería for some after-school treat.  Things started 
winding down around four o’clock.  People began hanging out by the pulpería across 
from my house.  The school bus returned from San Ignacio each weekday evening 
carrying high school students, domestics, and other folks from Los Bajos who had 
errands in the city.    
                                                 
19 sugar water and fruit juice, respectively 
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Figure 5.1: The pulpería in the early evening. (Photo by Erin Ricci)  
The pulpería was the main hangout for everyone.  Girlfriends and boyfriends, 
husbands and wives, small kids and teenagers, young and old congregated there to gossip, 
gather information, and to pass the time between dinner and bedtime.  For entertainment, 
a video pinball game was installed that gave gamers a chance to win money by beating 
the machine. While the local government of Acosta had declared that the game could not 
be turned on until 1 p.m., I often observed the store workers plugging in the game to play 
it when they were bored.  They also turned it on for people they knew really well who 
just wanted to play.  When the game first arrived there were no restrictions on its 
operating hours and one of my neighbors would be there bright and early at 7 a.m. to play 
for about a half an hour before walking up to his finca. The poor video game received 
daily beatings from its clientele because frequently one of the pin balls got lodged and 
stuck into a poorly crafted part of the game board.  And so, a typical noise to hear from 
the pulpería included loud banging on the machine followed by a “puta!”  When the 
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weather was nice, the cashier at the pulpería would bring the pinball machine outside so 
that people could enjoy the fresh air while they played. 
 
Figure 5.2:  Inside the pulpería.  (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
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I lived diagonally across from the pulpería.  For such a small store, the pulpería 
offered a wide variety of products.  Foodstuffs included:  dried beans, rice, coffee, sugar, 
masa, chicken, pork, milk, eggs, beef, butters, cooking oils, yogurts, bologna, and 
sausage; vegetables- cabbage, tomatoes, onions, garlic, and cilantro;  cleaning products:  
special cleansers for ceramic floors, laundry detergent for our semi-automatic washers, 
clothes pins, and dishwashing paste; junk food: ice cream, potato chips, corn chips, candy 
bars, and hard candies;  beverages: Fanta, Coca-Cola, Coke Light, Gatorade, Fresca, and 
Ginger Ale;   other supplies: notebooks, pencils, pens, wrapping paper, nail polish, 
deodorant, razors, and soap. 
 Litter accumulated around the pulpería. Young kids, especially, were guilty of 
relentless littering.  They threw candy wrappers, potato chip bags, pop sickle sticks, and 
anything else they felt like disposing of quickly.  The cashier once got so fed up with the 
garbage that he stenciled and spray-painted a sign on the front wall of the building that 
read, “demuenstra su cultura- tire la basura en el basurero.”20  Despite this plea for 
cleanliness, the garbage always amassed.  Whichever cashier on the clock at the pulpería 
would patiently sweep up all the garbage and burn it in the deep drainage ditch in front of 
the store.  This smoke usually blew directly into my house.   
 Everyone burned or dumped garbage in Los Bajos because no garbage pick up 
was available.  Glass and metal either amassed around people’s yards and homes or was 
dumped somewhere.  Most houses had indoor plumbing, but outhouses still got used in 
some households.  My landlady had an outhouse and she directed me to throw all my 
broken glass down into the outhouse toilet hole.    
The only pay telephone in Bajo Uno sat directly in front of the pulpería.  Because 
many households did not have telephone service, the telephone received a great deal of 
use.  I noticed that many people in the area had signed up for telephone service but that 
ICE, the national telecommunications company, had not gotten around to installing their 
service.  People had to post signs that directed ICE to the location where the service was 
requested.  As I was there for almost all of 2005, I found it noteworthy that I never 
noticed that any of those signs were removed- indicating to me that getting phone service 
could take years.   
                                                 
20 Show your culture- throw your garbage in the garbage can. 
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Community Buildings in Los Bajos 
Aside from the pulpería, three buildings bore witness to most community activity- 
the community hall, called the salon, the church, and the elementary school.  All three of 
these buildings were located in a cluster about two hundred meters uphill from the 
pulpería.  The community hall was used for events throughout the year, including fiestas, 
quinceañaras, school civic programs, and soccer games.  The soccer field was located 
directly behind the salon. 
The salon was a very basic structure comprised of a cement floor, with corrugated 
metal walls and roofing.  People assembled in one great room, about fifty feet by twenty-
five feet.  The other half of the salon contained a large kitchen with a gigantic woodstove, 
an area where beverages could be sold, and bathrooms.  The acoustics were awful.  The 
concrete floor and the metal walls and roofing did not absorb sound so much as they 
increased and distorted it.   
In the salon I observed all kinds of interactions.  Parents played a version of the 
“newlywed game” as part of a school program.   Children recited poems about their 
parents as part of Parents’ Day.  I watched the crowning of a fiesta queen.  I participated 
in contests and observed soccer games.  I watched local women sweat away over the 
giant woodstove in the kitchen.  I watched men flirt with women and vice-versa at local 
dances.   
Immediately next to the salon, the small elementary school educated about 35 
students a day.  Three teachers were responsible for the students (kindergarten through 
sixth grade), who could get pretty rowdy.  I once saw a young boy jumping up and down 
on the roof at the school.  The school had two sections- the commissary and the 
classrooms.   
The church in Bajo Uno was sparse and utilitarian.  Painted a cool green, it was 
constructed of cement block.  Two sets of dark green metal doors offered an entrance 
from the front or from the side.  Aside from two small vestries, the sanctuary comprised 
the majority of the structure.  A separate restroom building sat in the back of the 
churchyard.  Another small cement block building in the side of the churchyard was used 
to serve refreshments after some church services.   
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I never quite figured out the schedule of Mass.  Because there was no permanent 
priest for the church, the church board was basically told when a priest would come out 
to give Mass.  Even then, scheduled Masses did not start on time, in part due to 
transportation uncertainties.  Because a priest presided over several services per day, a 
delay at the beginning of the day could result in a large delay by afternoon.   
Mass was always hot, as community members stuffed themselves into the over-
burdened pews.  Usually, people had to stand as well.  Priests rotated and the community 
preferred some priests to others.  During “the peace” one of the priests liked to greet each 
person individually.  He seemed well-liked.  Dress at Mass was highly variable- from 
“Sunday best” to tight jeans and sexy tops.  I once saw a woman prepare the altar for 
Eucharist wearing a one-shoulder, spandex, pullover shirt that showed all of her midriff 
and low-rider jeans that fell several inches below her navel.  Precocious behavior among 
young children was generally tolerated.  One of my little four-year-old friends liked to 
walk around the church and bop people on their legs with an empty Gatorade bottle. At 
another Mass a frog who hopped around the sanctuary received as much attention as the 
priest.  
Overwhelmingly, the majority of residents were Catholic.  Only one couple 
practiced outside of the Catholic faith.  Families’ photo albums abounded with a 
predictable sequence of photos- marriages, births and baptisms, first communions, 
confirmations, graduations.  I was most surprised by a category of photo I will call the 
honeymoon bedroom photos.  One captured the bride in her honeymoon bed and the 
other featured the groom in bed.  While they were never nude, they were revealing and 
suggestive- unapologetically sexual in innuendo. 
Almost daily you could hear someone say “si dios quiere”  (our version of “god 
willing”).  I might ask, “Rosa, are you going to Acosta tomorrow?” Rosa would reply, “si 
Dios quiere.”  Or someone might say in passing, “Si Dios Quiere, it will be a fine day for 
the soccer match.” God wielded a good deal of power in Los Bajos. 
One public display of piety was to participate in the annual pilgrimage to Cartago, 
home of the Virgin of Los Angeles or “La Negrita,” in the National Cathedral.  Men and 
women from all over Costa Rica walked to Cartago from their home communities.  One 
of my neighbors, a small farmer, who was quiet and never discussed his faith in God, had 
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promised to make the pilgrimage every year for the rest of his life.  I went on the 
pilgrimage with several young women from Bajo Uno.  
 
The Fiesta and Other Forms of Recreation 
 
The people of Los Bajos enjoyed a good party.  The fiesta incorporated a number 
of different recreational activities: beauty pageants, soccer, dancing, horseback riding, a 
dog hunt for tepisquentle, drinking, a dirtbike race, and karaoke. Fiestas were designed to 
attract a variety of local people and out-of-towners into small, rural communities where, 
it is hoped, they will spend money and thereby enrich the community coffers (and the 
individuals who chose to purchase the rights to some aspect of the fiesta).  In Bajo Uno, 
the fiesta featured a “cabalgata” or horseback ride, a cocktail and beer bar, a restaurant 
(located in the community salon), two nights of dancing, a pageant, a dessert bar, and a 
soccer tournament.  The rights to each part of the fiesta (aside from the soccer game) 
were sold to a person who then hoped to recoup the cost of buying the rights and to turn a 
profit. As far as I could tell, the fiestas were not like the “cargo” system found in Mexico.  
The fiesta was not associated with a religious holiday and there was no religious imagery 
or pageantry in the event.  Furthermore, responsibility for holding fiestas did not rotate 
among community members in some predictable fashion.  People purchased the rights 
just as much for the opportunity to make money off of the fiesta as they did to achieve 
prestige in their community.   
Fiestas were a key cultural mechanism that enhanced community solidarity and 
rural identity.  During the cabalgata, people dressed in country-western style outfits.  
Many cabalgata participants drank guaro, the locally and illegally distilled cane rum.  
Traditional favorite rural foods like chicharrones, picadillo, and oja de carne were 
offered.  Men and women sang karaoke songs about handsome cowboys and love, lost 
and found.    
At one fiesta I attended in another community they organized a traditional dog 
hunt for tepisquintle, a large rodent-like animal.  At tepisquentle hunts, specially-trained 
dogs competed to be the first animal to sniff and signal the location of the animal.  In 
order to do this, they were given the scent of the animal.  Earlier that morning, the 
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organizer of the hunt, had carried the tepisquentle through a cross-country course 
throughout the hills of the area.  He meandered around, careful not to backtrack, and then 
returned to the site of the fiesta.  The dogs, once given the scent, sat out on the long 
pursuit of the animal. Sometime later, the dogs arrived back at the fiesta site.  The 
spectators all knew where the tepisquentle were located.  At the tepisquentle hunt I 
attended the animals were held in a cage under a pile of wood.  The first dog that barked 
and signaled at the woodpile, indicating that he had located the animals, won the contest.  
Once upon a time, the tepisquentle were left to the dogs’ devices, which generally meant 
that they were killed and eaten by the dogs.  Today the tepisquentle are not eaten and are 
instead, cared for in order to allow for future hunts.  Some local campesinos told me that 
tepisquentle meat is quite delicious, but I never tasted it.   
In addition to the pageant and tepisquentle hunt the cabalgata, or horseback tour, 
was an important feature of the fiesta in Bajo Uno.  People from all over the area trucked 
themselves and their horses in to take a two to three hour tour of the countryside on 
horseback.  Traditionally, the cabalgata also provided a good excuse to drink, and there 
are tales of men, in particular, drinking in excess and doing wild and disruptive things on 
horseback.  Participating in the cabalgata can be challenging, because participants must 
contend with rowdy, inebriated people who either can’t keep control of their horse, or 
purposely choose not to.  The cabalgata dress was very similar to country-western dress 
here in the United States.  Sometimes people even pay local seamstresses to make special 
cabalgata outfits.   
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Figure 5.3:  The beginning of the trail ride for participants in the cabalgata.  (Photo 
by Erin Ricci) 
 
The fiesta in Bajo Uno also featured a motorcross tour in an effort to attract 
outsiders with motorbikes into the area.  With so many activities, it was hoped that the 
people coming in from out of town will purchase a great deal of food and drink from the 
local vendors who have purchased the rights to sell concessions.   
Another part of the fiesta was a nightly dance replete with a traveling DJ and wide 
array of dance music.  A host or hostess pays for “los derechos,” or the rights to host the 
dance.  The host or hostess hoped to recoup the money paid down to host the event by 
charging admission for entry.  Sometimes this worked, and people earned a good deal of 
money hosting.  However, bad weather, another nearby fiesta, or lack of interest, could 
also wreak havoc on a host’s profits.   
Guaro, a locally distilled rum, was but one of the illegal substances found in Los 
Bajos.  Although I never witnessed other types of drug use, informants assured me that in 
Bajo Tres, where more people congregated because of the presence of a couple of bars, 
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drug use (predominantly marijuana and cocaine) was more prevalent.  According to 
conversations with some people, marijuana was a “big” problem among teenagers, but I 
never witnessed anyone actually using marijuana.  In other parts of Costa Rica, it was 
possible to see people using marijuana in public places, but in the country, its use seemed 
restricted to private areas.   
 Alcoholism definitely impacted the cultural landscape of Los Bajos.  Abuse of 
alcohol was blamed for car, truck, or motorcycle accidents, domestic abuse, and just bad 
behavior in general.  People did not hesitate to discuss other people’s problems with 
alcohol, and recovering alcoholics did not hesitate to discuss in-depth their road to 
recovery.  Once at a birthday party I feared that one of the attendants might never pipe 
down about his years of abstinence from drinking.  He dominated the conversation with 
tales of how drunk he used to get and how much better he was now.  Then, leaving the 
birthday party I gave another man a lift to a nearby town and the entire time he discussed 
his recovery with me.  I felt like I was in Los Angeles among the newly detoxified.     
Bajo Tres, with fewer than 150 households, hosted weekly meetings of Alcoholics 
Anonymous.  Men, in particular, practiced binge drinking, and I only really witnessed 
this drinking during the day when I attended fiestas.  One other time, when I stopped by 
unannounced to see a man who made guaro because I wanted to take some photographs, I 
found him quite inebriated- drunk to the point that his eyes were almost incapable of 
staying open because of the sleep that had encrusted on the outer edges of his eye 
sockets.   I saw him later in the week and am quite sure he did not remember me coming 
to his house.   
 At fiestas, it was not atypical to see a man or woman sitting at a table with a 
dozen or more finished beers in front of them and people often told me of drinking more 
than twenty beers in one day.  Unfortunately, many people came to community fiestas 
from outside of the community and had to drive back home either in trucks, cars, or 
dirtbikes- a deadly proposition on dangerous roads. 
Dirtbikes hold a special place in country life in Costa Rica for several reasons.  
They offered a practical transportation service, and could get a person to a destination 
faster than a car because of the poor, earthen roads.  They could also be fun, if you know 
how to drive one.  Every weekend, Bajo Uno bore witness to dozens of dirt bike and all 
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terrain vehicle (“four-wheeler”) owners who saw in the earthen, rutty roads of the canton 




While many families owned television sets, no permanent residents of the 
community where I lived had satellite television service in their homes.  They were 
restricted to about six or seven channels, depending on how the wind blew and the cloud 
cover.  People went to great lengths to achieve fantastic reception.  Bamboo, which can 
grow to be very old and very tall in this part of the world, was the most frequently used 
extender used in association with antennae.  At one farmer’s house where I conducted 
interviews, he took me walking up the side of the steep hillside behind his house, where 
he grew coffee, citrus, corn, and beans.  We walked and walked up the side of the hill, 
until we reached the top about ten minutes later.  To my amusement, at the top of his 
landholdings stood three bamboo shoots stuck in the ground holding three antennae, one 
for each family in his enclave of farmhouses.  “How clever,” I remarked, “I bet you have 
a great picture!”  He responded with a smile.   
The most popular evening programming included a “news” show called Primer 
Impacto, a Miami-based mecca of sensationalized news that focused on events in the 
Americas.  After Primer Impacto, A community-wide favorite novella entitled Pasion de 
Gavilanes told the tale of three wealthy and beautiful sisters and three handsome and 
hunky brothers from the working class.  Together, the six struggled to find a way to be 
together against the wishes of Gabriela, the sisters’ striking and stern, mother, who also 
happened to own a large hacienda.  Pasion de Gavilanes was so popular that the songs 
from the show were played repeatedly on local radio stations and people paid hard-earned 
money for merchandise like clothing and stickers that featured actors and actresses from 





Figure 5.4:  The cover for a compact disc of original music from the telenovela.  
(From images.amazon.com) 
 
I suspected that people from Los Bajos loved the television show for several 
reasons.  First, the three young and good-looking brothers also happened to be excellent 
horsemen, so many scenes were filmed with them or their lady loves riding horseback 
through the countryside.  Additionally, the telenovela explored class issues, whether 
through the storyline of the brothers’ and sisters’ difficulties of being together due to their 
different class backgrounds, or through the storyline of the live-in maid who had given 
her child up for adoption to a wealthier family.  Live musical performances were 
included in almost every show, usually set at the local bar.  The music performances 
featured sexy and scantily clad women and also featured female dancers who danced atop 
the bar in their chaps without blue-jeans.   
 90
Also popular among pre-teens and teenagers, Rebelde (rebellious in English) 
explored the world of a private co-ed boarding school where some of the students also 
happened to be real-life pop music divas and dudes who comprised a band called RBD.  
RBD songs were also popular on radio play lists.  The students of Rebelde wore starched 
white button downs, un-tucked, with carelessly tied prep-school ties.  The young ladies 
also wore short miniskirts that might make Madonna blush.  Rebelde merchandise had 
also made its way into our tiny pulpería, and elementary and high school students 
purchased notebooks and factbooks that featured Rebelde characters.     
 
Figure 5.5: A promotional photo for the popular television show Rebelde taken from 
a fan website: http://fans-rebelde.blogdiario.com/. 
 
In addition to these original shows, Costa Rican television featured its share of 
U.S. syndicated shows-  “The A Team,” “Sex in the City,” “Walker-Texan Ranger,” 
“Charmed,” “The X-Files,” and “The Simpsons” (known in Costa Rica as “Los 
Simpsom”) were regulars as well.   
One telenovela, Mujer:  Casos de la vida rea” (Women- Real Life Stories) aired 
during the daytime and was popular among housewives.  The show, unlike other 
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glamorous telenovelas, dealt each week with the story of a different “real” woman, and 
took on difficult topics like rape, domestic violence, breast cancer, and HIV/AIDS.  
Telenovelas like this one have become popular tools of social change in Latin America 
because they show women in new cultural roles- as agents of change, rather than as 
passive wives first and foremost (Rosin 2006).  But they still have to compete with other 
telenovelas that perpetuate hyper-sexualized gender stereotypes, like those found on 
Pasion de Gavilanes. 
A Costa Rican video music channel called Conexion rolled out music videos from 
all over Latin America and North America, and even featured European music as well.  
The most popular genre of the time, Reggaeton, used video formats very similar to hip-
hop video formats in the United States-  heavily “bling-blinged” rappers drove flashy cars 
adorned with provocatively dressed women.  The Reggaeton artist called Daddy Yankee 
ruled the airwaves of most radio stations, traveling disco machines, and video channels.  
During fiestas up the hill at the salon, a traveling DJ would crank up the volume to share 
Daddy Yankee’s lyrics with the countryside.   “Gasolina’s” lyrics, for example, use the 
term “gasoline” to refer to Daddy Yankee’s woman’s love for sex.   When I sat in my 
house at night listening to Daddy Yankee lilting through Bajo Uno, I was struck at the 
mediascape being constructed.  Who ever imagined reggae-inspired hip-hop would waft 
through the home of an 80 year-old peasant like my neighbor?   
Appadurai proposes that we: 
...begin to think of the configuration of cultural forms in today’s world as 
fundamentally fractal, that is, as possessing no Euclidean boundaries, structure, or 
regularities.  Second, I would suggest that these cultural forms, which we should 
strive to represent as fully fractal, are also overlapping in ways...Thus we need to 
combine a fractal metaphor for the shape of cultures (in the plural) with a 
polythetic account of their overlaps and resemblances (Appadurai 1996:46)   
 
Certainly Reggaeton was but one seemingly out-of-place cultural form (at least from this 
anthropologist’s eyes) that was not really out-of-place at all.  It was just one more cultural 





Services and Political Structures in Los Bajos 
Each community in Los Bajos featured its own “junta de vecinos” or group of 
neighbors that oversaw maintenance of community property, the annual or biannual 
fiestas held to raise money for community maintenance and construction projects, and 
other tasks of small local government.   In addition to the junta, a small church committee 
oversaw church administrative matters like maintenance of church property, scheduling 
and preparation for Mass, and educational classes to prepare children for first communion 
and teens for confirmation in the church.   
Other local community organizations included a community credit group called 
FIDERPAC.  This organization was part of a nationwide community credit organization 
that offered rural people affordable financial services.  The credit group was run by local 
people who were assisted by a representative of the national office.  FIDERPAC’s local 
headquarters were located in Bajo Tres.  They maintained a computer database of loans 
and loan payments.  The current president of the local credit group was a young man who 
also tended bar at night.  Other members of the credit group included two women from 
farming families and two other farming men.   
The group assisted local people in filling out loan applications and conducted 
interviews with loan applicants.  Every month, the credit committee met in Bajo Tres.  
Part of the time they reviewed old and new business in a closed meeting. The rest of the 
time they opened up their office to receive monthly loan payments and to review loan 
applications. Having access to credit is an important tool in all areas of the world when it 
comes to rural development.  As in rural Kentucky, credit can often come at high prices.  
One popular electronics and home appliance store called Importadora Monge was about 
the only place people could go to get credit to purchase things like stoves, furniture, 
radios, or televisions.  People made small monthly payments, just as they do at rent-to-
own stores in the United States, and like the U.S., the favor always fell to the business 
and not to the consumer, who could wind up paying ten times the value of the thing 
purchased.   
The community’s modern infrastructure was relatively recent-  electricity and 
water arrived in Los Bajos about 25 years ago.  The church, elementary school, 
community hall, and soccer field were constructed with the aid of community volunteer 
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labor, funds raised through holding fiestas and donations of property by landholders who 
lived in the community.  People paid utility bills, loan payments, or other debts in the 
municipal center of Acosta, San Ignacio.  Occasionally, I would take people’s payments 
to town for them if I were driving into town.  Mail service was not available in Los Bajos, 
although the mailman delivered mail in the unlikely event that some arrived.  Medical 
and dental services were available via a traveling clinic. 
 
Figure 5.6:  Employees of the electric company work to install a telephone pole 
outside the front door of my home.  (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
 
Social order in Los Bajos appeared imposed from within the community.  There 
were very few police in the area.  I saw police pass through Bajo Uno only a handful of 
times.  One time they even stopped and asked me directions.   
One reason people continued to live in Los Bajos, despite the lack of job 
opportunities, was because they preferred life in the country.  As one campesino told me, 
“My roots are campesino... I don’t like the city for all the delinquency, the noise. I don’t 
go to the city.”  I can’t help but agree with campesinos’ perspectives that the life they 
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lead in the country has significant advantages. Children roamed freely from household to 
household.  Even young kindergarteners walked to school alone. Compared to the urban 
neighborhoods surrounding San Jose where virtually every house was protected by 
wrought iron fencing, razor wire, and several locked gates, the challenges posed by rural 
living seemed less important than the advantages offered in living in small, relatively safe 
communities where residents were surrounded by networks of kin.  The tranquility found 
in Los Bajos has begun to be noticed by wealthier outsiders from the city, leading to the 
construction of vacation properties locally referred to as “qunitas.”   
 
Households in Los Bajos 
 
Households possess cultural meaning and can reflect cultural change in addition 
to reflecting economic change (Yanagisako 1989). Engaging in household research in 
rural communities permits a finer-grained understanding of resource control and resource 
use and income inequality within communities studied (Sheridan 1988).  While some 
anthropologists caution against the reification of the household as a “natural unit” or 
describe it as an “imagined unity” because these accounts often relegate women a natural 
place in the domestic sphere of production (Harris 1981; Hart 1992:125), they 
nevertheless note how the household is linked to gendered, political struggles that exist at 
other sites of society (Hart 1992).  For purposes of this research, I embrace a viewpoint of 
households as “compromises, always imperfect, between conflicting functional 
imperatives, preexisting structures, social norms, and cultural standards” (Wilk and 
Netting 1984:6). 
In Los Bajos one generally encounters kin-based clusters of nuclear households.  
On a daily basis, resources (particularly food) are shared among households.  Child care 
responsibilities are also well-distributed among different households as children bop, of 
their own accord between their parents’, aunts’, uncles’, and grandparents’ homes.  
Anthropological study of Costa Rican rural household has focused on the gendered 
division of labor between farm and home.  In rural households women are responsible for 
cooking, cleaning, and laundry and spend an estimated seventy hours per week 
performing household duties (Sick 1999:53).  According to Sick, many women dislike 
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working their household’s land as well.  However, this data comes from a more remote 
coffee producing region of Costa Rica and should be compared to agricultural regions 
closer to urban San Jose to provide a wider view of the role of women in rural 
households.  Women living closer to San Jose possess employment options not known to 
more remotely located women, and this fact certainly may bear on intra-household 
relations, the division of household labor, the economic options possessed by households, 
and the decision-making process within households themselves. All of these factors in 
some way may bear on how subjects within households identify and position themselves 
within their community, their nation, and their world.  
In Bajo Uno, over fifteen of the thirty-eight households had received some type of 
government or private aid agency loan or grant in the construction of their household.    
Most loans or grants only paid for the concrete and roofing required for construction and 
the house had to be finished using personal funds.  Because of the presence of exotic 
wood in the area, and because a few men owned portable sawmills, people often 
harvested wood from family property to finish ceilings in beautiful wood.  My house, for 
example, featured a cathedral wooden ceiling.   Having access to wood resources helps, 
but families still had to pay for ceramic tile for the floors.   
A typical “finished” house was constructed of concrete block and featured a 
ceramic tile floor throughout the structure.  Houses constructed of wood were considered 
antiquated and less-desirable.  Some houses remained in states of incompleteness- 
sometimes people could not dedicate their income to putting down ceramic floor and the 
concrete slab floor was all they had.  Sometimes, people had no wood resources to take 
advantage of and their ceilings remained unfinished.  Having a finished ceiling or 
ceramic floors is not really necessary, but a finished ceiling can maintain a barrier 
between the human occupants of a home and the fruit bats and a ceramic floor is much 
easier to clean than a concrete slab.   In this way, housing can be a clue to social 
stratification.  Even if they are poor, families with land and wood resources can “finish” 
the carpentry in their homes.  Wealthier families could also afford interior paint, intricate 
ceramic tile designs, and finished electrical outlets.  But housing can also be deceiving.  
Two of the largest landowners and most successful farmers lived in wood housing.  One 
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of these farming households continued to use an outhouse rather than absorb the cost of 
installing indoor plumbing.   
 
Conclusion 
This chapter was designed to provide a sense of what the place of Los Bajos looks 
like.  Much of the cultural landscape of Los Bajos appears at is might have decades ago-  
farmers heading off to work in the fields with machetes and packed lunches, women 
attending to household chores, and folks assembling around the small store in the evening 
to exchange gossip.   As Harcourt and Escobar have noted: 
In today’s world, places are no longer isolated, nor are they pure, static or just 
traditional:  places are clearly made and affected by their encounters with global 
processes.  Yet even in a globalized world, place is still the way people know and 
experience life (2002:8).   
 
Indeed Los Bajos remains a unique place to which local people attach a sense of self and 
identity.  However, the discussion of the fiesta provided a lens to view the dance between 
traditional campesino cultural practices like horseback riding and tepisquentle hunting 
and newer cultural forms like reggaeton and karaoke.  Likewise, each night when 
campesinos sit down to television they are bombarded with images of hyper-sexualized 
women and macho, but sensitive men. Campesinos, like other consumers of popular 
culture make space for new cultural forms, and while this no doubt slightly changes the 
face of the cultural landscape of Los Bajos, it does not mean that campesinos are any less 
campesino because they enjoy consuming new cultural products from the global media 
marketplace.  It does suggest a “fractal” overlap of cultural forms (Appadurai 1996) 
discussed earlier in this chapter that may reframe how campesino identity is understood 




CAMPESINO TRADITIONS AND VALUES:  THE THREE D’S 
 
Campesinos in Los Bajos focus on three things to help explain what it means to 
be a campesino:  diet, dress, and demeanor.  I will touch on each of these aspects of 
campesino culture in this chapter.  First, by examining food production and cuisine in Los 
Bajos I will highlight important rituals that revolve around food production and 
preparation.  Later, I provide a description of dress in Los Bajos.  I believe dress, like 
music, captures the “fundamentally fractal” face of rural culture in Costa Rica.   Finally, I 
will explore the importance of humility among peasants and ponder why peasants value 
those who are humble. 
 
Figure 6.1:  A batch of bizcocho await baking in a neighbor’s rustic kitchen.  (Photo 
by Erin Ricci) 
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Diet     
You’ve seen the people here are very humble, all dress humbly, eat humbly, but 
we live richly in nature because we know what it is to enjoy a fruit, to plant, to 
harvest, and to eat it.  – Woman from Los Bajos, a farmer and merchant 
 
Peasants in Costa Rica continue to draw on local food systems for a significant 
portion of their diet.  In Los Bajos 128 of the 195 households, or 66 % report that they 
produce at least one agricultural product for household consumption.   People continue to 
milk cows, grind corn for tortillas, slaughter meat, make cheese, make sugar, and raise 
pigs.  Despite it being increasingly difficult to earn a livelihood as a small producer, 
residents of Los Bajos continue to produce food both for subsistence and for sale. The 
most important products for household consumption included citrus, corn, bananas and 
plantains, beans, yucca, and poultry.   
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Table 6.1: A look at what products are produced for household consumption in Los 
Bajos.  (Source:  Household livelihood census conducted by Erin Ricci) 
 
Numbers of Households Producing 
for Household Consumption 
Product Type 
# of households 
producing 
product type for 
household 
consumption (N = 
195) 







consumption  (N 
= 128) 





Los Bajos      (N 
= 195)  
        
citrus 86 67% 44% 
corn 67 52% 34% 
bananas/plantains 63 49% 32% 
beans 60 47% 31% 
yucca 55 43% 28% 
chicken/eggs 52 41% 27% 
mango 41 32% 21% 
sugar cane 28 22% 14% 
coffee 27 21% 14% 
milk 23 18% 12% 
pork 19 15% 10% 
beef cattle 18 14% 9% 
turkey 7 5% 4% 
fish (tilapia) 3 2% 2% 
honey 2 2% 1% 
rice 1 1% 1% 
 
Even of the 117 households that did not report agriculture as their primary source of 
income, 56 (47%) continue to produce agricultural products for household consumption.  
Also, of the households that did not report agriculture as the primary income source 25 
(21%) sell some of their produce.  People remain involved in local food systems.  Hogs 
and chickens are slaughtered and sold with regularity.  Local dairy products are available 
for purchase from people who kept goats and cows.  Beans and corn are produced and 
treated for long-term storage.  Sugar production is a family event.  Even alcohol is 
distilled locally. While individual households may not produce all of the products their 
household would need, what we think of as some ideal form of subsistence, many 
households have access to local sources of food products.  And it is not always necessary 
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that they be paid for in cash.  A great deal of food is shared among extended families, 
something that is very difficult to track.  Even I received a great deal of food casually.  
Abundant citrus, yucca, bananas, and plantains make these products readily available at 
little or no cost.  
 These informal and highly local food systems offer food security to peasants. As 
more pre-packaged, non-local food products enter the area via the pulpería or other 
markets in the municipal center, peasants are facing a serious challenge.  Oscar, whose 
family is discussed later in a case study, discussed this challenge.    
Oscar:  When I was young, the crops here were really good, we planted a 
lot of corn, beans, and coffee a little less, but what was most abundant was 
beans and corn and we sold a lot of it, now people work less and sell less. 
 
Erin:  And why don’t you sell more? 
 
Oscar:  Because of the importation from other countries, the people say 
that it’s better when the beans come packaged, or here it’s hard to sell 
corn because before all of the women ground corn in order to make 
tortillas.  Now they can buy a packet Maseca®  and already the tortilla is 
made.  
 
In my opinion, one of the leading reasons campesinos, particularly those who farm, enjoy 
the stability they do despite very low incomes, is because of their high levels of food 
security, begging the question what will happen as fewer young people learn about food 
production?   
 
Sale of Agricultural Products 
 
The most heavily marketed products include citrus, coffee, and bananas.  Notably, 




Table 6.2:  A breakdown of what products are sold to market by the 78 households 
in Los Bajos that continue to produce for market.  (Source:  household livelihood 
census conducted by Erin Ricci) 
 
Numbers of Households that Producing  
Agricultural Product for Market  




















product type  
among all 
households 
in Los Bajos    
(N = 195) 
        
citrus 52 67% 27% 
coffee 35 45% 18% 
bananas/plantains 23 29% 12% 
beans 21 27% 11% 
corn 20 26% 10% 
cattle 19 24% 10% 
sugar cane 16 21% 8% 
yucca 14 18% 7% 
pork 13 17% 7% 
Mango 12 15% 6% 
chicken/eggs 9 12% 5% 
Milk 4 5% 2% 
Fish 2 3% 1% 
        
Farmers who sold their products may not have necessarily sold them at a farmer’s market 
or to a buyer.  Sometimes, people decided to slaughter an animal and very informally 
drive around Los Bajos looking for takers.  I came across a good deal of pork and fresh 




Sugar continues to be produced for sale and for household consumption.  One of 
the traditional uses of oxen in Los Bajos is to crush sugar cane stalks in order to extract 
the juices and make sugar.  Throughout Los Bajos, one can still find old-fashioned 
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“trapiches” or sugar presses.  In fact, my next-door neighbor had one and made sugar 
every once in a while.  The sugar mills are made of iron and are very heavy. All of the 
sugar mills I ever saw while in the field were manufactured decades ago in the United 
States. Photos 4-1 and 4-2 offer a close-up of one of my friend’s trapiche, clearly 
manufactured at the end of the nineteenth century in Hillsboro, Ohio.  A typical sugar 
making set-up includes one trapiche (sugar press), a large copper cauldron for cooking 
the sweet cane juice, a large kiln that the copper bowl sat atop, a circular wooden wheel 
that drives the trapiche, and a long wooden, elongated bowl to mix and prepare the 
cooked sugar for pouring into cones, which are made by pouring the final product into 
large wooden cone molds.   
In earlier times, this sugar served as the primary sweetener for foods and 
beverages, but most people use granulated white sugar for sweetener.  Nevertheless, 
people continue to use the brown cane sugar to make a popular drink known as agua 
dulce, a sugar water that is served heated. 
Making sugar from sugar cane using a traditional trapiche is a long process, and 
usually takes several hours.  First, a farmer must cut enough cane to produce sufficient 
juice.  Next, pressing the sweet juice out of the sugar cane stalks works best with two 
people.  My neighbor hired a young man who owned two oxen when he wanted to make 
sugar.  The young man’s oxen drove the mill, by moving in a circle while yoked to a 
large wheel.  As the oxen walked round and round in a circle, my neighbor fed sugarcane 
stalks into the press. As the sugar cane gets crushed, its juices flow out of a lip in the 
trapiche and into a bucket.  When the bucket fills up, it is dumped into the copper 
cauldron.  Once all the cane that was chopped for the batch is pressed, and all the juice 
extracted, the oxen are finished with their duties.   
Afterward, a fire is constructed under a large copper cauldron.  The sugar cane 
juice is cooked to extremely high temperatures.  At its cooking peak, boiling sugar 
resembles lava.  After this, it thickens as it cools, and is repeatedly stirred to keep it 
workable.  The cooked and rapidly hardening sugar is then ladled into a large, elongated 
wooden bowl, stirred some more, and then placed into wooden molds to cool and harden. 
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Figure 6.2:  Hot sugar: cane juice boils at high temperatures in a copper cauldron.  
(Photo by Erin Ricci) 
 
Kids like to hang around when sugar production is underway.  They will chew on 
sugar cane stalks, eat bits of sweet, hardened sugar, and await the emergence of sweet 
biscuits, called bizcocho, baked in the kiln holding the fire.  Bizcocho are a special sweet 
biscuit made with sugar, masa, and local cheese.  Oftentimes, women will assemble 
bizcocho when sugar-making is underway, in order to take advantage of the large fire 
required to cook the sugar.   
Production of sugar used to provide a good source of extra income to many of the 
farming households in Los Bajos, but now with the accessibility and affordability of 
refined, granulated sugar, the use of brown homemade cane sugar has waned.  Before, 
farmers could sell their brown sugar to local households and also to local markets, but 
that market has dried up for most trapiche owners.  Walking around Los Bajos, it is 
common to pass by landholding with trapiches that are out-of-use. 
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Figure 6.3:  My neighbor shows off some of his handiwork, a glob of hardening 
sugar. (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
 
The trapiche is considered so archaic that it has become a rural tourism 
destination. In Bajo Uno, the occasional tour van would come to visit a trapiche in the 
community.  The owner of that particular trapiche was involved in a rural campesino 
organization working to promote rural tourism in the area.  He demonstrated making 
sugar with the trapiche for all of the elementary school students as part of their “natural 
resources” week at school.  The students walked out to his trapiche, about a half a mile 




 Frozen chicken, beef, and pork are available for purchase at the pulpería, but 
many people still slaughter their own animals for household consumption.  I witnessed 
and photographed the deaths of many animals- cattle, chickens, and pigs.  In the first days 
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of my time in Bajo Uno, a large steer was selected to slaughter for the upcoming fiesta.  
They slaughtered and butchered the meat in my backyard.  I don’t know if this was 
intended to startle me, but I was instead quite excited to witness such an event.   
 
 
Figure 6.4:  The remains of the day-  two master butchers continue with the 
processing of a steer.  (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
 
I fumbled in my closet for some clothes that would permit me to step outside, 
grabbed my camera, and sat perched on my hillside, which gave me a great view 
of the action.  Not that one would really want to be too close, but the 
anthropological moment got the best of me and I was going to watch the whole 
darn thing, no matter how unsettling.  From what I know, when a steer is to be 
butchered, it is first shot in the head.  Then it is slung up in the air using a pulley 
mechanism of some sort.  From here, its midsection is sliced through, allowing 
the internal organs to spill out with relative ease.   
 
This was not the process practiced here.  First the lead butcher sliced the jugular 
of the steer’s neck and thick, dark blood began to pour out into an old white 
porcelain bowl.  As the bowl would fill up the lead man poured the bowl into an 
old Havoline Oil bucket.  Being a large animal, the steer bled like this for quite 
some time.  In the beginning of the steer’s execution, I was asking Jose, a young 
 106
neighbor, about what was going to happen and I told him how this was a different 
process than what we did back home.  He explained, “this way is better.”  At first 
I tended to agree with him.  There was no sudden shot and splay of blood and 
death.  It seemed more tranquil. But then, as the steer began to lose more and 
more blood, it began to moan and squirm, fighting death to the end.  These last 
moments of its life were a little tough to take.   
 
After death had come, the lead man began the process of skinning the large beast.  
First he cut the tendons in the legs and hooves.  Then he slit from the base of the 
throat to the anus.  From there he slit from the legs down to the long slice that 
connected the throat and anus.  These were just skin cuts, designed to facilitate 
the skinning of the steer.  For the next twenty minutes, the lead man and his 
assistant continued to skin the steer.  They were quite adept and would pause 
every few minutes to re-sharpen their blades.  They skinned the steer back to the 
point where it would be easy to get at the cuts of meat and organs.  Hence the skin 
flayed out from the steer like a blanket or surface upon which the men could work.  
Around this time, a swarm of bees began to irritate the working men, and Oscar 
realized that the bees were coming out of one of the trees to which the steer had 
been tied.  He quickly stuffed the bee hole up with moistened dirt, but there were 
still many bees flying around.  The lead man combated them by taking two leaves, 
and twisting them up into balls and sticking one in each ear.  His assistant found 
a rag and placed it atop his head.   
 
From there the lead man began making the cuts of beef, explaining to me what 
each cut was.  After each cut his assistant would take a tie and lace it through a 
hole pierced in the flesh.  Then Oscar would come and haul off the pieces that had 
just been cut, walking them a few yards down to a shed where they were hung up.  
In the beginning of the hauling of the meats, from the carcass to the shed Oscar 
would place a coffee bag between his shirt and the meat, so that it would not get 
dirty, but later he just gave up and the meat was splayed out over his back.   
 
The lead man processed one side at a time, meanwhile the organs just sat there-  
Intestines poking out, a huge bulbous stomach, etc.  After the first side had been 
processed, the lead man and his assistant pushed all the organs over on the empty 
side of the carcass and began sorting through different organs.  He would tell me 
the Spanish name of each organ, and hold it up as if we might just as well be in a 
high school anatomy class.  Dan remarked and I had notice also, to be butchering 
a large steer out in someone’s yard the man had stayed relatively clean.  I asked 
the lead man how long he had done this type of work and he said forty some odd 
years.  (Fieldnotes, Mar. 4, 2006) 
 
Later that day, I was gifted some of that meat and ate it with some rice.   
Later on during my field stay I attended the slaughtering of a pig at my friend’s.  
Her house was located by a fast-moving river and we used the current to clean pig 
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intestines, to use in a soup.  I was gifted pork chops at this event. Slaughtering a pig is 
always fun because people usually cook up chicharrones, or fried pork meat and fat that 
are quite decadent and tasty.  Buying meat in the municipal center is costly and some 
people think it is of lower quality.  It is not difficult to find meat for sale in the 
countryside.  People will slaughter a pig or several chickens and go door-to-door selling 




Guaro production is a campesino tradition that has been outlawed by the Costa 
Rican government.  Guaro is homemade rum, the moonshine of the mountains of Costa 
Rica.  Although illegal, guaro is consumed with much gusto at community fiestas and on 
other special occasions, such as at birthdays.  Despite the fact that it is illegal and despite 
the fact that everyone in the community knows who produces guaro, the guaro producers 
I knew did not run into legal trouble while I was in the area.   
I did recover a newspaper article about the arrest and confiscation of guaro by 
police at a home in a nearby area, but for the most part, all members of Los Bajos seemed 
content to stay mum about the guaro production in their community.  There are several 
possible reasons for this:  First, guaro is a part of campesino identity.  Its presence at 
special events, and its manufacture from local sugar cane, make its place important.  
Second, people attribute healing powers to guaro.  My informant who manufactured 
guaro told me that some women buy it to help with circulation or colds.  The following 
fieldnotes excerpt recalls my first brush with guaro production: 
First, he took us to a large blue plastic barrel that was filled with cane that had 
been crushed at the “Mora’s” trapiche.  Once at his house, the cane, agua dulce 
and agua pura were combined and allowed to ferment.  Then he siphoned the 
mash from the blue plastic barrel down to a fifty-gallon metal drum. The metal 
drum is propped up on cement blocks and a fire underneath the drum boils off the 
alcohol. It is a wood fire.  On top of the drum someone had welded a little metal 
box.  This is where the evaporated alcohol (from the boiling of the mash) goes, 
then the evaporated alcohol travels through a tube which runs through a wooden 
basin of cold water where the alcohol condenses and then drips out the end of a 
tube sticking out of the wooden basin into a plastic bottle.  The wooden box of 
cool water is fed by fresh water from the river, so it is constantly rushing and 
open and therefore cool, making the evaporated liquor turn back into 
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condensation or liquid in the small tube. The still is housed in an open air 
structure that consists simply of a few large sticks in the ground and a large 
plastic black tarp.  The smoke from the fire tends to sit within the tent so it is hard 
to stand under the tent structure too long without getting some serious smoke in 
the eyes.  The operation probably would not pass a health inspection code.  For 
one, A dirty Dos Pinos Plastic Cup was the overflow cup to catch the liquor when 
the big gallon vinegar jug filled up and had to be poured into the six gallon jug.  
Behind the still, it was quite pleasant- instead of cleared pasture, orange trees, or 
plantain trees it was just forest.  I even spotted a squirrel playing in the trees.   
 
After we viewed the distillation process, he offered us a taste of the guaro.  It was 
actually quite good- very warming going down with a clean finish. He poured it 
into a delicate little shot glass for us.... which was definitely more appetizing than 
the dirty Dos Pinos cup.   
 
After that we stayed down with him and chatted for a while.  He has been making 
guaro since he was young.  Even in primary school he would come home for 
lunch and help his father make it.  He told me he has made it for 63 years.  I guess 
he has some experience.  According to him, his guaro makes it way out of Bajo 
Dos to other villages up the mountain... even some cantinas in San Jose purchase 
it, even though it is considered contraband.  He says people like it for different 
things.  I think he mentioned that some women claim it helps with leg circulation.  
Others say it helps with colds.  Of course other people just like to drink it.  He 
mentioned that he was taking some to Guaitil today to a friend, but I think that 
usually people come to his house to purchase it.  Everyone around here knows 
that he makes guaro, but I don’t think anyone would rat him out.   
 
His wife told me that she sometimes was afraid that he would get caught and sent 
to prison for his crime.  One of his daughters just rolled her eyes when she 
realized we were there to see her Dad’s work.  She said it’s terrible work. It may 
be terrible but it does bring in income.  1 gallon sells for 5,000 colones- 6 gallons 
30,000 colones.  Hector makes guaro 2 times a week.  I think he probably makes 
about 6 gallons a week which would provide 30,000 colones- if he made and sold 
that much, but I am not certain that it is a consistent seller  (Fieldnotes Apr. 22, 
2005). 
 
Another reason people might stay mum about Guaro production and consumption in their 
communities is because it is a form of resistance against officials in far away places.  
This type of resistance can help solidify continued feelings of difference from life in the 
country, where law works differently, and life in the city, where life is more 
bureaucratized and surveyed.   
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Another example of campesinos’ disregard for law involves transportation laws 
that make it illegal to transport people in the back of trucks.  This is THE form of 
transport for most people to get from place to place in the country, but once in the city it 
becomes a no-no.  For example, one day I went into San Ignacio with a group of parents 
who were on their way to meet with their children’s’ teachers at the colegio.  There were 
probably ten of us in the back of a small, white Nissan pick up truck.  We inched our way 
up the mountain, and right before we arrived in San Ignacio we all got out of the truck 
and paid the driver.  If we had driven past the police, we might have gotten into trouble.   
 
Dress 
There are many ways to see what is campesino because we go a lot to the 
farmer’s market and the people of San Jose are finer.  When one is campesino we 
know from how they talk, how they walk, how they dress.  If a person in the city 
sees someone with boots, a hat, and a knife they say, “there is a campesino”.   – 
Prison guard and farmer from Los Bajos. 
 
The urban/rural patois found in front of the pulpería or during a fiesta offered a 
glimpse into the changing cultural landscape of the country in Costa Rica. It was not 
uncommon, for example, to spy a sweaty and dusty boot wearing campesino-  wearing 
old pants, a short-sleeve button-down shirt, a machete, and a hat talking to a young 
woman wearing, well, almost nothing.  Some of the women looked like they walked right 
off of a music video set- low slung shorts that just barely covered their buttocks and 
midriff revealing tank tops. On the other extreme of the female presentation of self, one 
found the “traditional” campesina dress- always a skirt or dress.  In the middle of this 
fashion continuum one found that jeans and short-sleeve shirts were the typical dress of 
most mainstream women.   
But there was much play between the two poles of dressing.   One of my 
neighbors always wore a typical campesina ensemble of a skirt and a pull-over t-shirt.  
We went swimming one day and she hopped in the river fully clothed in her t-length 
skirt, brassiere, and t-shirt.  However, she would also pay a visit to another woman’s 
house to have her toenails painted in vibrant metallic blue. In Costa Rica the toenail is 
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exploited as a canvas for intricate designs and patterns, even by women who might at first 
glance appear to be “traditional. “ 
 Men and women had an affinity for clothing that featured English language 
messages.  Women liked t-shirts that read “cutey, sexy, or hottie.”  One of my male 
neighbors often wore a t-shirt that featured the flag of the USA and read “proud to be an 
American.”  Sometimes, a great deal gets lost in translation.  One day on my rounds 
through the marketplace in the municipal center of Acosta I spied a man wearing a large 
purple t-shirt that read, “When I am an old woman, I shall wear purple.”  It reminded me 
of the classic anthropological film, The Kawelka, where the main informant, Ongka, 
wears a t-shirt that reads “Do It In the Road” throughout a good portion of the 
documentary. 
At a church-benefit bingo game in Bajo Dos I sat at one of the twenty mismatched 
tables armed with two bingo cards and a pile of dried corn to serve as square markers.  
Across the table from me sat three generations of women from the same family:  the 
oldest, in her seventies, appeared frail and disoriented.  She wore an old, simple beige 
dress that hung slack on her slender frame.  Her hair was pulled back sloppily, as if an 
afterthought.  Her daughter, sitting in the middle of the three seemed simply a younger 
version of her mother- a dark, simple dress, no make-up, hair pulled hastily back in a bun.  
The youngest of the three, solidly thirteen years old, wore meticulously applied make-up, 
replete with sparkly, silver eye-liner and mascara.  Her hair was heavily gelled and pulled 
back with great care.  The part in her hair, although centered down the top of her skull, 
zigged and zagged over the crest of her skull, and I wondered how long it might take to 
create such a visual effect.  In addition to the clothes and make-up, her clothing was 
considerably different from her mother and grandmother.  In place of a dress or skirt, she 
wore a pair of blue jeans and a shirt emblazoned with italicized letters that read 
“Bratgirl”.   
The girl in the bratgirl t-shirt exhibited typical teen fashion sense found in Los 
Bajos. High school students, who had to wear school uniforms, adorned themselves with 
bright jewelry and unique hairstyles to stand out.  Girls wore bright, pastel plastic jewelry 
and big, bright barrettes in the shapes of hearts or stars or something ultra feminine.  
Many assumed a sort of “Rebelde” prototype appearance, but they had to tuck shirts in 
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and wear skirts that actually covered their undergarments, so the end-result tended to be 
less shocking than the 17-year-old vamps and hunks featured on the television show.   
Clothing and appearance offers a glimpse into how the countryside features 
contemporary and “traditional” forms of dress.  One of my favorite examples was the 
young man who had dropped out of high school to earn a living as a day laborer.  He 
presented himself as a sort of hip-hop farmer, wearing specially folded bandanas and hats 
like those seen on rappers on the video channel.  Sometimes he would also purposely fold 
one pant leg up and leave the other one down, also in the fashion of rappers.  He 
combined this look with the more traditional black rubber boots and machete ensemble 
typical of farmers. 
I have taken the time to discuss these variations in dress and style because I think 
these descriptions can get left out of many conversations about rural change.  If we want 
to understand cultural change, certainly one good way to see that change occurring before 
our eyes is to look at how people present themselves.  I have also included a thick 
description of dress to illustrate the options that rural Costa Ricans have to choose from 
when it comes to identifying oneself in a particular way.  A woman’s campesina 
ensemble is a cultural marker of importance that cues locals and anthropologists into 
someone’s identity.  However, it’s also important to note that even the women and men 
who might also be mistaken for music video stars maintain connections to their 




 I think that a campesino is a person who is very humble that works from sun up 
to sundown but is very mistreated, because he works a lot but he doesn’t earn 
much, but he doesn’t suffer from a lot of stress.  He is poor in money but rich in 
nature.  
–Detective and Farmer from Los Bajos 
 
The truth is I never really thought about it [the meaning of campesino] much, but 
for me it’s that sometimes life is hard and sometimes it is not.  – An ama de casa 
from Los Bajos 
 
 112
On one side it is pride.  One is born in the country and likes it.  For me, there are 
times when I am asked, “what is my occupation?” and I say “agricultor” and I 
have to give the place where I work for social security.  But I don’t know why I 
define myself as a campesino.  I don’t know why I say this.  For me it is that I 
prefer to say a thousand times that I am campesino than I live in San Jose 
because the campesino is more humble... in the country a lot of bad things don’t 
happen like they do in San Jose, for me it is a source of pride to be a campesino.   
–Farmer from Los Bajos 
 
Despite the mixture of urban and rural cultural forms in Los Bajos, a great distinction is 
made between the city and the country. This is important to note because just because 
campesinos may embrace some urban cultural forms does not mean that they identify 
themselves with the city.  In particular, I noticed how demure people acted toward city 
people who had purchased quintas in the area.  One example in particular regarded a 
family who had sold a small plot of their landholdings to a family from the city.  A 
professional couple, they would arrive about once a month to check on their land and to 
see if any progress had been made on the small cabina they were constructing.  When 
they arrived in their large SUV, the woman of the household where they were visiting 
would have to turn all attention to them- offering them coffee, bread, snacks, a meal.  She 
opened her house up to them and they seemed to sort of hold court in the household for a 
few hours and sometimes even for a couple of days.  They were not rude to their hostess, 
but their demeanor was such that they seemed to clearly think themselves the most 
important people in the village.   
The local women, in particular, seemed intimidated by what they called 
“professionals.”  They would often tell me that I was odd to them because I was a 
professional, but I was also a lot like them.   
The pageant ritual in Los Bajos offers another opportunity to see women’s 
demeanor in particular.  The pageant gives residents a chance to vote on a young queen 
who, once crowned on Friday night, spends the rest of fiesta walking around the 
community in her stole and crown. Unlike our pageants in the United States, the 
contestants act demure and shy and rarely smile.  The following excerpt from my 
fieldnotes captures the unique cultural institution of the beauty pageant, Costa Rican 
style. 
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The DJ of the discomovil (mobile disco) served as the MC of the brief pageant 
that lasted all of fifteen minutes.  The pageant began by presenting last year’s 
queen who walked out from the back of the dance hall with the modesty and 
courtesy one might expect of a soon-to-be former queen.  When last year’s queen 
was situated in the front, the DJ announced the first contestant who stood in the 
back entryway of the dance hall.   
 
As her name was called she walked down the dance hall floor, the discomovil 
lights nearly blinding her. She wore a full length red formal gown. Her hair was 
oiled and pulled back from her face in some formal up-do.  I imagined Angelina 
had probably done all the contestants’ do’s.  Rather unlike USA pageant 
contestants who beam their pearly whites for all they’re worth, the first contestant 
looked, well, rather stern.  Her air was one of great seriousness. She walked to 
the front and took her place. I thought maybe she was just an unhappy contestant, 
or taught sternness.  But then the second, third and fourth contestants followed. 
They all had what I would have interpreted to be a scowl, but what I guess in 
Costa Rican cultural mores is some sort of demure solemnity.  Unlike US pageant 
contestants who stand up straight and tall and walk with confidence and self-
assuredness, these young women cowered to the front with a look approaching 
discomfort.   
 
In addition to the odd facial expressions, the crowd’s responses to the women 
were peculiar as well.  In my experience of pageants, cadres of the crowd support 
different contestants, and give them ample praise and applause when they are 
presented.  This was not the case.  The women walked out to near silence, the 
crowd seemingly disinterested in the event itself.   
 
Once all the four women were in place by the DJ, they were each handed an 
envelope, which would reveal to them whether or not they would be the next 
Queen of The Bajo Uno Festival.  In what I thought of as a cruel twist of pageant 
drama, each contestant had to open her envelope in front of the entire crowd and 
come up with some sort of response to the good or bad news held within.  To 
make it even more difficult, each contestant opened her envelope in the order she 
walked in.  So, the crowd sat and watched as each woman opened her envelope, 
until finally on the turn of the last contestant, it was revealed that she was the 
queen.  Because it was loud and the DJ was not really involved in the revealing of 
the winner, the only way to tell who had actually won was to watch each lady’s 
response.  (Fieldnotes March 7, 2005) 
 
After the pageant, I asked many people why the women looked so dour.  I explained that 
where I lived pageant contestants were supposed to be happy and energetic, while the 
young women in the pageant I watched in Los Bajos appeared timid and shy.  No one did 
a particularly good job of explaining this to me.  They just thought my impersonation of 
 114
USA pageant contestants was funny.  I suspect that part of the reason for the behavior of 
the young women in the Los Bajos pageant stemmed from their need to appear humble 
and passive, both admired qualities in rural women. 
Residents explained to me that one of the core values of being a campesino is to 
help out your neighbor.  If a local family falls on hard times for example, it is typical to 
collect a bag of food for them.  People who are fortunate enough to have cars are 
expected to offer other people rides if they pass by them on the road, walking to the 
nearest community that has bus service.  Tourist brochures on Costa Rica enjoy touting 
the great “Tico” hospitality to be found in the nation.  The best way I can describe this 
cultural ethic is to liken it to “southern hospitality” that my own U.S. region is so well-
known for.   
 I once drove three women around from door to door in Los Bajos in order to sell 
pork from a pig killed that day.  They were selling the pork to raise money for medicines 
for one of our neighbors who was dying of stomach cancer.  Elementary and school age 
children make frequent visits to raise money for one school-related thing or another.  
They sell “chances” or raffle tickets for things like a chicken, a bottle of wine, or an 
amount of money.  When the community junta of Bajo Uno wanted to pave the steepest 
hill between Bajo Uno and Bajo Tres, a hill that caused the consternation of many a 
delivery truck driver, several teenagers went out to collect money door to door.  They 
held a raffle for one hundred dollars, a large sum in Bajo Uno.  They also made a 
handmade poster on poster board that they stuck on the front of the pulpería that 
advertised the raffle.   
Adult men also engage in much community activity.  At some events they 
perform roles that one might assume would be relegated to women.  For example, at one 
school program I attended, several of the men worked as food-servers, wearing frilly 
aprons while they carried around trays of appetizers.   
In addition to having a spirit of community volunteership, residents of Bajo Uno 
are also very proud of the fact that their community is safe, so safe that children as young 
as four years old can be seen walking about in the community with little supervision.  
Unlike communities closer to and a part of urban San Jose metropolitan area, houses in 
Bajo Uno are relatively unsecured.  One does not find razor wire topped fences and 
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wrought iron gates in front of every house.  The areas around houses do tend to be fenced 




Diet, dress, and demeanor are important signifiers of peasant identity in Los 
Bajos.  Most people’s diets continue to rely heavily on the production of local animal and 
vegetable products and older people maintain knowledge of food processing as well.  
Dress in the countryside is a mixture of “traditional” peasant wear and more provocative 
“ropa Americana,” although both are part of contemporary campesino identity.  Despite 
the pride campesinos report in their identity and their place, the peasants of Los Bajos 
value humility.  Cultural practices like the fiesta, the production and consumption of 
guaro, or the slaughtering of animals helps reinforce a sense of campesino identity among 
all the residents of Los Bajos.   
The following chapters will consider the occupations of the people of Los Bajos.  
It will become clear that while overwhelmingly people identify as peasants, they don’t all 
have the same ways of practicing peasant diet, dress, or demeanor.  Many have 
abandoned food production or dressing like “traditional peasants”.   Yet people can 
continue to claim a peasant identity. First, they are country people, whose “roots” are in 
the country and not the city.  Second, while perhaps engaging in other forms of 
employment, most people continue to participate in rural community life and the 
obligations that accompany small village life.  People continue to attend church bingo 
benefits, Mass, and fiestas.  People continue to practice rural cultural traditions even as 
they adopt new cultural styles and new traditions that result in a re-working of what it 





FARMING FAMILIES IN LOS BAJOS 
 
Among the farmers of Los Bajos the machete is still the most useful farming tool, 
but other modern farming accoutrements have gained popularity.  It is not uncommon to 
spy a farmer walking off to some field or another with what I like to call his chemical 
backpack on.  By some, Round Up is viewed as a timesaver and although costly, a more 
efficient way to deal with weeds.  On the other hand, one still finds farmers practicing the 
“frijol tapado” or “covered beans” method of bean production.  With covered beans, 
producers sow beans in weeds, cut the weeds with machetes, and allow the weeds to 
serve as mulch for the beans.  Coffee production is also hybridized, with farmers of small 
coffee plots growing coffee in mixed plots with citrus, bananas, and exotic wood.   
When the first settlers of Los Bajos arrived, they had access to large landholdings, 
if they were willing to do the work of clearing the densely treed area.  The lands were not 
totally empty of indigenous populations, as I learned one day when an informant asked 
me if I wanted to go see Tomasa’s rock.  We were in a more remote, less accessible 
pasture area on the middle of a mountain in between two communities.  I rarely found 
myself in this farm area because of its remote location and the fact that one would have to 
walk through a large private landholding to access this pasture.  Fortunately, I had spent 
the night at my informant’s house, as our interview ran into the night.  I spent the night in 
their daughter’s room and woke to a large breakfast of tortillas and eggs, so I was ready 
for a walk to one of their small landholdings, where they kept their milk cow.  After my 
informant finished milking she asked me if I had heard of Tomasa. I had.  Other residents 
had asked me if I had walked to Tomasa’s rock yet, some even admitting that they had 
never been.  And so, when my informant offered, I took the invitation. 
Tomasa’s rock was in fact Tomasa’s house.  According to local lore, Tomasa was 
the last indigenous person to live in the area.  My informant told me she must have lived 
there some eighty years ago, because her husband’s mother, now in her 70’s had lived in 
the area her entire life and did not know Tomasa.  Tomasa’s rock sits by a swift running 
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stream.  The hollowed out rock offered just enough shelter for a person to sleep and cook 
in.  My informant showed me the cooking area, showing me the black, sooty rock in one 
area of the shelter.  She told me that Tomasa kept a pack of dogs that helped her hunt and 
she collected the rest of her food.  Apparently, Tomasa was hospitable as well, 
entertaining visitors by her stream-side rock home.  According to my informant, when 
Tomasa fell ill, local residents came and put her on a stretcher and took her to the 
municipal center for medical care.  She never returned. 
Today, a large tree grows atop Tomasa’s rock, its roots reaching down into the 
rock’s crevices.  It is a large tree and perhaps it took root sometime around the same time 
Tomasa left because of her illness.  I imagine that the landscape surrounding Tomasa’s 
rock is today quite different from what Tomasa left.  On our way back to my informant’s 
house from Tomasa’s rock, we passed several pastures where all the young trees had just 
been cut down and the ground cover “burned off” using herbicides like Roundup.  This 
has become the new method of preparing pasture for cattle.  Rather than the traditional 
slash and burn method, today local farmers can go to the local version of Southern States 
to pick up a variety of chemicals to aid in agricultural production. 
 118
 
Figure 7.1: My campesina friend looking inside Tomasa’s rock.  (Photo by Erin 
Ricci) 
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Indeed up until the mid twentieth century, most farmers of Los Bajos practiced 
subsistence agriculture.  According to the farmers I talked to, earlier farms produced rice 
in addition to beans and corn.  Additionally, because less of the land was cleared, there 
was greater biodiversity and more plants and animal resources to exploit.  At that time 
people could hunt wild animals like tepisquentle for food. Most farmers told me that their 
father’s farming efforts yielded more fruit because the soil was of much higher quality. 
That all changed with increased use of chemicals for fertilization and pest 
prevention, the overuse of the fragile topsoil, and the increase of cattle production in the 
region.  The May 12, 1955 edition of El Diario de Costa Rica features a front-page story 
entitled “Aparece en Costa Rica La Plaga ‘Mosca del Medieteraneo”  (The Mediterranean 
Fruit Fly Plague Appears in Costa Rica).  In this same edition one can also find an 
advertisement highlighting the inauguration of the Quimagra plant in San Antonio de 
Belen. Products proudly offered by Quimagra included, cotton dusts, Heptacloro, Aldria, 
Texafeno, Glordano, Heptacloro, DDT, BHC, etc.  Photos show the sub-manager Don 
Hernan Guardia opening the inauguration, a priest standing behind a makeshift altar 
draped in the Costa Rican flag offering a blessing for the plant, and even el Señor 
Presidente, himself, Jose Figueres speaking to the all-male crowd.  Agriculture’s techno 
boom was underway, leading all growers, large and small to embrace the promise of 
pesticides, fertilizers, herbicides, and new “modern” methods of production. 
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When the Agriculture Ministry offers credit or subsidies for production of a 
particular crop, farmers are likely to give it a shot even if they have no interest.  In Los 
Bajos, MAG programs have promoted everything from citrus production to stabled cattle 
production, but when the money runs out and the credit source vanishes, so too does the 
interest in that type of production.   
 Several books could be written on the various MAG sponsored agriculture 
projects in Acosta and how their boom and bust impacts local agriculture production 
there, but that is beyond the scope of this dissertation.  Suffice it to say that I view MAG 
sponsored projects as no doubt linked to global and regional ideas about agricultural 
development, but nevertheless responsible for creating very localized agricultural and 
ecological situations in Los Bajos.   
One farmer explained in a very succinct way the fate of most agricultural 
endeavors in the history of the area.   
Farmer:  One hardly remembers before, many here don’t, like how in Guaitil cars 
arrived to carry so much beans or corn, all of this.  Before it was the same place. 
Before it was much better. Before we produced a lot more.  Before we went with 
ten, twenty, thirty quintales and we sold them easily.  Before, my Dad had rice, 
beans, corn, trapiche and he lived from this. He produced almost everything.  
 
Erin:  And what happened? 
Farmer:  For example, for the beans, bad weather came and we lost a lot.  
Therefore, we could not plant a lot.  Those years there was a streak that from one 
year to the next beans weren’t going to be successful.  The sugar, before there 
were many trapiches also, but now only he who modernized a little with motorized 
trapiches and many pailas (large cauldrons) is going to earn a little, but the 
trapiche with oxen won’t serve. The coffee- really bad prices came and those that 
had large coffee plantations over there (in other parts of the canton and Costa 
Rica) maintained them and it improved.  Conversely, the people from here that 
had very small pieces of land had to abandon them.  Everything withered here in 
a terrible way.  Some twenty years ago a great change came.  For ten-year-old 
kids, they have no idea how it was, because before it was very distinctive and it 
was more beautiful to work.   
 
The earliest households in Los Bajos practiced subsistence farming, but sold surpluses to 
nearby markets.  Over time farmers of Los Bajos have experimented with a number of 
crops, including coffee, citrus, and cattle. 
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Coffee 
Coffee came before the establishment of Acosta, and in fact the crop was in large 
part responsible for the immigration of farmers from the canton of Asseri in the early 
twentieth century.   Coffee farms can be as small as a half hectare to as large as hundreds 
of hectares. Most coffee farms in Los Bajos are only a few hectares.  Before the last 
collapse of coffee prices, and the last government imposed destruction of some small 
coffee farms that suffered from leaf rust, more people farmed coffee.  Los Bajos coffee 
farmers combine both traditional and modern methods of production to produce coffee.  
They do not generally monocrop, using instead methods that mix citrus production, 
banana production, and exotic wood production on the same land being used for coffee 
production.  Farmers employ the use of inputs like pesticides and fertilizers to help boost 
production when they can afford them.    
 
Citrus  
In 1976, an Agriculture Ministry (MAG) funded study of citrus production in the 
canton of Acosta found that while the canton was producing a great deal of the citrus 
consumed by people in urban San Jose, they were only selling 28.2% of the citrus that 
they produced (Sanarrusia 1976: 1).  In the 1980’s, with the dramatic shift in agricultural 
markets underway and the subsequent decline of a domestic bean and corn market, The 
Agriculture Ministry (MAG) revisited the cultivation and commercialization of citrus in 
the canton of Acosta (MAG 1986). By 1987, the canton was reported as the major 
producer of citrus in Costa Rica and MAG was providing technical assistance and credit 
to citrus farmers (La Nacion 1987). In 2002, the Strategic Plan for MAG continues to site 
market strategy as a priority for citrus production in the Central South Region, of which 
Acosta is a part, but farmers I knew said there was not much credit available for citrus 
production in Acosta (MAG 2003).  
Part of the problem for citrus producers in Acosta stems from the fact that the 
terrain is so steep that no one is interested in establishing large-scale industrial farming 
enterprises.  While this is good for small farmers, because they don’t get their lands 
bought out by much wealthier industrial enterprises, it hurts farmers because they can’t 
compete with the production numbers of other flatter areas of Costa Rica where large 
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farming operations generate record crops. When large-scale citrus production came on in 
other parts of Costa Rica, Acosta suffered. As one farmer explained: 
Farmer:  Acosta can’t better the quantity that San Carlos produces, because here 
in Acosta a fruit collector, in order to collect 200,000 oranges, has to go all over 
the canton, but in San Carlos he can get 200,000 oranges in only one place. 
 
Furthermore, according to this farmer, the market is not designed to help small producers.  
He continues: 
Farmer:  It is that now it is not for the farmer but for the chorizero (slang/sausage 
maker), for the intermediaries. 
 
Farmer’s Daughter:  You can buy an orange here for 6 colones and there they 
(the city) sell them for 15- they sell them at double what they bought them for. 
  
Erin:  And the government cannot help? 
  
Farmer:  All they can do is lower their heads. 
 
Another farmer I spoke with when he was giving me a ride into town told me that 
intermediaries were also ruining the pork market in the area.   He had once concentrated 
on pigs but the prices paid by intermediaries were so low that he felt it no longer paid to 
raise pigs.  Pig operations, like any other agricultural endeavor can range from extremely 
casual and sporadic maintenance of pigs to large-scale operations.  Some families, for 
example, would raise a few at a time. Pork is very popular at Christmas time and one can 
easily find someone to sell a few slaughtered pigs to in order to earn a little extra income 
around the holidays.  One of my neighbors who raised pigs year-round helped 
supplement their diets with cafeteria waste from an institution in the city.  A relative of 
his delivered large plastic blue barrels of food for the pigs each weekend.   
 
Itabo 
MAG also published research on the potential of an ornamental plant known as 
Itabo, that landowners use for living fencing and for the flowers which are consumed by 
many people in central Costa Rica.  The authors of the report entitled “Itabo” thought that 
farmers could earn money raising Itabo, both to sell the flowers to local markets and to 
sell to US and European markets as ornamental plants (Zuñigo and Acosta 1987: 4).  
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They also noted that Itabo helps maintain soil quality by preventing erosion, an important 
quality in Acosta where a combination of over farming and overgrazing were creating a 
situation where traditional crops like coffee, sugar cane, basic grains, and citrus were 
realizing low yields (Zuñiga and Acosta 1987:1). In the preparation of the land for 
planting large crops of Itabo, the authors encouraged the use of herbicides like 
Gramoxone or Glisofato (also known as Round-up).   
 
Cattle 
Although poorly suited to traditional cattle production, which depends on 
adequate pasture grasses, some farmers in Los Bajos have turned to cattle production.   
According to one Costa Rican source, “In Acosta 46% of the territory has the potential to 
be forest, nevertheless, only 4% is utilized.  In cattle, the potential is 6% and they 
dedicate 35%” (Betancourt 187 quoting Camino y Muller 1993).  Recently, MAG has 
begun promoting raising cattle using a stabled method where they are fattened and 
readied for market more quickly, using less land, and requiring farmers to grow fodder 
like cane and special grasses rather than running cattle on vast pastureland.  But most 
people I spoke with saw cattle production as a relatively recent arrival here, and not 
without its risks.  One woman told me that her father-in-law had borrowed money from 
her husband to buy some young steers, thinking they might provide added income.  
Unfortunately, several of the steers had already died- some from nasty falls that are not 




Men in farming families might engage in any number of agricultural endeavors in 
the course of one year, including but not limited to:  cultivation of local crops, care of 
cattle, coffee, pasture, fruit trees, construction of homes or agricultural buildings, ripping 
lumber for the construction of homes, making cane sugar called dulce, slaughtering stock, 
using pesticides to burn weeds to propagate pasture, using pesticides on crops, etc. 
Women’s main responsibilities reside in the home.  Many women continue to 
cook with the fogon or woodstoves that require consistent harvesting of deadwood for 
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fuel, and also leave tell-tale burn marks on women’s arms and hands.  Agricultural 
households, even unlanded ones, generally have some type of stock-  pigs, chickens, 
cattle, turkeys,  or horses.  Many women in these households continue to prepare tortillas, 
although most now use Masa from the market rather than grinding their own maize for 
the dough.  
A household may engage an agricultural livelihood in many ways.  Some 
agricultural households are landless, and men in these households work as day laborers, 
locally known as peones.  A peon usually works only a half a day, from 6 a.m. until noon 
for which they are paid anywhere from 1500-3000 colones (about 4 to 6 US dollars).  
Landowners may work as peones also, so one need not be landless to be a day laborer, 
but many day laborers depend on work on other people’s property in order to bring 
income into their households.  While landless, many day laborers can draw from family 
networks in order to have access to important subsistence crops like beans and maize.  
Having access to beans and maize decreases income needed to purchase foodstuffs in the 
pulpería, an important strategy for minimizing household costs.   
 In addition to day laborers, produce truck owners constitute another form of 
agricultural labor.  Men and women who truck produce professionally are a highly 
mobile sector of the campesino population in this zone.  Because of Costa Rica’s diverse 
micro-climates, the same produce ripens at different times of the year in different places.  
Produce truck drivers harvest produce locally and truck it into ferias, or open air markets 
in central urban Costa Rica. These ferias were developed in the late 70’s and early 80’s to 
provide rural producers a place to sell their products directly to the public (Von Platen, et. 
al 1982).  They also often drive all over Costa Rica, buying and cutting crops to sell at 
market.  They pull on pan-regional networks of producers in order to gain access to crops 
in zones where they would not otherwise be familiar with local landowners.  The produce 
truckers I knew harvested and loaded the produce themselves.  Produce truck drivers can 
also earn extra money transporting other people’s crops for a fee.  At coffee picking time 
they help get freshly-picked beans to beneficios and also help transport coffee-picking 
day laborers to haciendas further away. Produce truckers use their vehicle as an income 
generator. 
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Figure 7.3:  Household census results chart land distribution among the households 
of Los Bajos.  (Source: household livelihood census conducted by Erin Ricci) 
 
The graph above illustrates that most households in Los Bajos have small 
landholdings.  35 % of the households report owning between ½ hectare to 4.9 hectares 
of land.  29% report that they own 1 to 2 “lotes,” or small lots.  22% report no land 
ownership.  7% own between 5 to 9.9 hectares.  6% report owning more than 10 hectares 
of land.  Land is distributed very unequally among the residents of Los Bajos.  Over time, 
many families have had to sell what land they had in order to free up income to build 
homes or pay off debts. Some people who inherit land choose to sell it rather than work it 
because they have wage income positions, or because they are no longer interested in 
farming. But lack of land ownership does not necessarily mean that households who 
don’t have land do not work in agriculture or have access to the agricultural products that 
emerge from the land in Los Bajos.  Food is casually shared among households, 
particularly kin based ones.  Also, lack of ownership does not necessarily lack of 
engagement with agriculture as many men earn money as agricultural day laborers on kin 
and non-kin land.  Additionally, many households that are constructed around other 
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family members may not own land now, but stand to inherit land in the future when a 
parent dies.  
Certainly there are class distinctions within Los Bajos that can begin to be 
understood by looking at land ownership patterns, but because some landless households 
stand to inherit land in the future, it is not the only or best tool for understanding subtle 
class distinctions in the area. One of the best indicators of class is the actual home in 
which a family lives.  The degree to which a house is finished and the materials with 
which it is constructed are often a good clue to a person’s class position.  Lower class 
households tend to have unfinished concrete floors (if a newer home) or roughly 
constructed wood floors (if an older home).  Lower class homes are generally less 
finished in the interior and exterior.  They often are not walled all the way to the ceiling, 
so there is little privacy among the different rooms.  They may not have modern 
plumbing fixtures, but simple garden hose bibs to deliver water into the household. 
Instead of modern light fixtures they may have bare, exposed bulbs to serve as lighting. 
They may also not have paint in interior or exterior of the house.  On the other hand,  
finer homes of wealthier families tend have rooms delineated with complete walls, and 
are finished in tile, lacquered wood, and have more modern plumbing and electrical 
fixtures. 
Obviously the ownership of luxury goods like electronics, automobiles, and 
recreational vehicles also points to class distinctions within Los Bajos.  The case study of 
a young professional couple in chapter ten, Alejandro and Vivi offers a glimpse at what 
only the most affluent households can afford-  DVD players, automobiles, four-wheelers, 
digital cameras, etc.  Alejandro and Vivi’s son even has a miniature motorcycle that he 
rides around Los Bajos, even though he is only in kindergarten.  The ownership of the 
luxury goods contrasts starkly with households where life is much more rustic and 
rudimentary.  In the poorest households, families may not have a basic, old television.   
Men are far more likely to report owning land than women.  The graph below 
addresses the question “who in the household owns land?” 151 of the 195 households 
report land ownership.  Of the 151 households, 79% reports that the male head owns all 
land in the household.  Only 15% of landed households report that both the male and 
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Figure 7.4:  Household census results describe distribution of land within 
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also keep pigs, maintain cattle which they care for and fatten on pasture or in a stable.  
Smallholders often work their own land and also work as laborers.  Some secure more 
constant employment from larger landowners.  One of my informants for example had 
own landholdings, but worked as a day laborer everyday for a wealthy meat-vending 
family that lived 20 kilometers away.  He worked 6 a.m. –1 p.m. on their land and the
spent the afternoon working his own holdings.  Another smallholder I interviewed 
worked part of the week in a formal business relationship where he split profits with
landowners upon whose land he worked from the sale of pigs and cattle.  In this way he 
was more than just a laborer, but a sort of landless partner in an agricultural business.  He
also owned his own land that he worked in the afternoons.   
 Large landholders in this zone tend to be cattlemen an
largest holdings by no means equal those of the coffee haciendas in coffee producing 
zones.  In the community where I lived, the largest landholder owned 50 hectares.  Wh
considered a wealthy and successful farmer, this landholder continued to work his land 
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everyday, rarely hired non-kin laborers, instead relying on his children. The majority of 
his land was dedicated to pasture and not to coffee.  The large landholders with whom I 
developed relationships tended to maintain very traditional small holder ways of living-  
wives cooked food over fired woodstoves,  food was kept simple and local, houses were 
made of wood and featured few amenities.  Men continued to use oxen to transport cane 
and other produce.  Local people tended to conceive of these successful households as 
“wealthy,” but that wealth came from the fact that they owned large numbers of cattle o
















with agricultural practice- most notable are those prison guards who work “ocho per 
ocho” and continue to cultivate crops or care for animals.  For example, one father an
son who were both prison guards worked together maintaining and 8 hectare plot severa
kilometers away from their own home.  The younger son owned an old Nissan Miler 
pick-up truck that he and his father would drive to their finca.  They worked the same 
schedules, and therefore could work together every other week in the fields.  They 
maintained substantial crops of yucca, rice, peanuts, maize, beans, bananas, plantain
and citrus that they used for household subsistence and to sell at market.  The mother o
the family identified as an “ama de casa,” or housewife and also picked coffee each 
season.  Her daughter, who lived in a separate household in the same enclave of hom
also worked a prison guard, and was continuing her studies in the municipal center. She 
also picked coffee in season during time off from work at the prison. 
 In addition to prison guards, some professionals continued to practice cultivation 
of crops (see case study on Alejandro and Vivi in Chapter 10).  Many men work in 
construction locally or travel away from their homes to work in construction in more
urban areas.  Many of these men also work in agriculture when construction work is s
and on the weekends, or when there is a high demand for agricultural labor.  Particularly 
prevalent in Bajo Uno was working with lumber-  harvesting exotic wood, ripping, and 
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The graph below reports on the primary income source of income for every 
household in the three communities where a household livelihood census was conducted.   

















































Figure 7.5:  Household census results offer portrait of primary income sources 










The majority of primary income earners in households in Los Bajos identify a
agriculturalists.  34% of households reported that the primary income source was 
ture.  Ten other households (5%) report that agriculture and something else 
provides primary income.  This “something else” could include non-agricultural la
service work, or some other kind of income, like pension or government assistance.
important to note that a diverse amount of work falls within this rubric- agricultural 
income can come from getting paid for a day’s labor, or it may come from selling a crop 
at market.  Because historically the majority of residents were involved in agricultura
production in one way or another, responding that the primary income comes from 
agriculture is almost a reflexive response.  For example, men who work as day laborers
might work one day in an agricultural task and another day in construction- the pers
paying the salary might be the same, but the activities are typologically separate, at least 
in the mind of an analyst.  Too often as researchers, we assume that research subjects ar
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coherent and consistent.  The drawback of most quantitative attempts to describe daily 
labor behavior is that basic statistical descriptions fail to capture people’s inconsistency.  
Couple with that fact seasonal variations in employment and it becomes quite clear that
creating a definitive statistical framework for documenting labor activity in the 
countryside proves difficult. 
 After agriculture, the penitentiary is the most frequent primary income so
households in Los Bajos, with
 
urce for 





landed agriculturalists.  Households 
that dep  
  
guard employment serves as the primary income source for the household. 10% of 
households report that non-agricultural labor provides the primary income in their 
household.  The most prominent non-agricultural labor work is in construction or in
manufacturing. 7% of households report that some type of service work, which cou
include working as a taxi driver, gas station attendant, school cook, or domestic, acco
for the majority of household income.  3% of households report that small business 
ownership provides the primary household income.  3% of households earn their primary 
income from work for the Justice System, but not as penitentiary guards.  This can 
include working as a police officer or as a detective.  Only 2% of households claim white 
collar professional work as a primary income source.  Additionally, only 4 househo
(2%) earn their primary income from education.   
Households who report that their primary income is derived from penitentiary 
employment earn almost three times as much as un
end on agriculture for primary income earn less money than other households. 
Of course, in some agricultural households it can be assumed that foodstuffs are being 
produced that reduce monthly household expenses, although that is not always the case.
The graph below details the differences in average household monthly incomes.  The 
income reported here is total estimated household monthly income, although it is 
represented by primary income source.  
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Figure 7.6:  A breakdown of reported monthly household income by primary 
) 
f all job categories, unlanded agriculturalists report the lowest incomes.  Domestics also 
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income source.  (Source:  household livelihood census conducted by Erin Ricci
 
O
earn low incomes, but because domestic work was lumped together with other types of 
service work for the survey, I can not make a statement about average monthly income o
households where domestics are the primary breadwinners.  I can report, for example, 
that one domestic I interviewed earned around 80,000 colones per month for her live-in
domestic work in San Jose.  Women who work as domestics in San Ignacio or other 





While the overwhelming majority of high-school aged citizens in this zone att
hool, not all choose to do so.  All three of Oscar and Alicia’s children, two boys 
and a girl, opted to not study in high school and to instead work as members of their 
parents agricultural household.  Their householding strategy rests on cooperation and
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flexibility, with family members sometimes participating in joint household agricultur
activities and other times working as individual agricultural laborers. Their daughter, 
Flora, is well-known in the area as an agricultural worker-  she can chop cane, ride 
horses, work oxen, and drive cattle as well as most men. Their second eldest son tho
still a teenager owns his own work oxen and earns money performing farm work with his
oxen.   Last summer, Flora and one of her brothers picked coffee at a coffee plantation 
during harvest season.  They earned 500 colones per cajuela (or basket).  Sometimes the
could pick as many as twenty-five cajuelas, earning over 12,000 colones per day or about 







Figure 7.7:  Flora hauls fodder for her family’s cattle.  (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
 Alicia and Oscar are full-time agriculturalists-  Oscar owns considerably more 
land than the average agriculturalist-  Fifty hectares of which most he inherited from his 
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father, but some he later purchased.  A one hectare plot of land in a higher altitude and a 
neighboring community gets used for coffee growing.  At this plot, Alicia and Oscar own 
a home as well.  They lived in this house until Oscar purchased a tract of land in Bajo 
Uno, deciding that it would put him in a more central location to his land holdings that 
were spread out among three communities. They return to this older house when they 
harvest coffee.  The largest tract of land is used for pasture for the family’s cattle 
holdings and for growing beans and maize.  As of 2005, in all, Oscar owns 45 cattle- 9 
cows, 14 medium sized calves, and 20 “toretes grandes”.  All the children have their own 
animal holdings.  The daughter, for example, was gifted a calf and a heifer by her oldest 
brother and father when she was just barely a teenager.  From that she has built a 
collection of nine total animals- 2 cows, 2 calves, 2 bulls, and a mare.    The land closest 
to their current home is used for growing cane for cattle fodder and subsistence crops like 
plantains, bananas, corn and yucca.  They maintain a cattle stable adjacent to their home 
where they fatten their cattle to prepare to sell them at market. The youngest daughter has 
even gotten into raising tomatoes, a skill she learned from her boyfriend, who is one of a 
very few farmers who raise tomatoes in the area for market. They subsist predominantly 




Figure 7.8:  The downside of raising cattle in a stable.  Oscar shovels manure. 
(Photo by Erin Ricci) 
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All family members have the capacity to perform basically any agricultural task, 
from rounding up the cattle to cleaning the entrails of a pig.  Alicia is just as likely to haul 
a large bag of harvested yucca as her younger sons or husband.  While all the sexes share 
in agricultural labor, the women overwhelmingly perform daily household tasks like 
cooking, cleaning, and laundry.  The older sons do however make their own beds most 
days and I always noticed that they carried their plates into the sink of the kitchen, unlike  
many other Costa Rican males who wait for a woman to come along to clear a table.  
Their rustic, simple home is constructed of wood and features a metal roof, which 
is open at the gable end. I realized this the hard way when I woke up one morning with 
bat droppings all over my blanket when I spent the night there. The windows of the house 
are made of solid wood and open to the outside.  Like many full-time agriculturalists, 
Alicia and Flora cook on a fogon.  Their kitchen sink is actually outside of their house, 
accessible by opening up a huge wooden window on the west facing side of their home.  
No one in the family owns a car or a motorcycle.  Each family member can be considered 
a talented horseperson.  Despite the fact that they are clearly successful agriculturalists 
(helped along by the fact that they had ample land to work with), they live very humbly 
and work very hard.  I saw them several times a week, when I took my daily exercise 
walk, and everyone was always engaged in some type of chore.   
 For the time being, Alicia and Oscar’s household is a well-oiled machine that 
calls on all household members for labor and cooperation.  However, what will happen in 
the future is uncertain21.  All three children will likely marry and continue to work as 
agriculturalists- what remains to be seen is where they will perform that work and with 
whom.  Because all household members seem satisfied with the way the household 
functions today, I would imagine that at least the sons will stay and work with their 
father, even after marriage.  
Alicia and Oscar exemplify that there are agriculturalists who can still make a 
living in the country, but it requires a great deal of work, producing a large amount of 
subsistence products, and maintaining adequate landholdings.  The vast majority of 
agriculturalists in this zone never had the opportunity to inherit 50 hectares.  
                                                 
21 In a letter from the daughter I learned that she is now working at a “soda” or small restaurant that serves 
the high school. 
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Additionally, they are not immune to great losses.  From 1993 to 1998 they lost bean 
crops due to inclement weather.  Additionally they recognize that it is harder and harder 
to get the soil to produce:  
Erin:  Do you think that the quality of soil is different than before? 
 
Oscar:  Yes, the water washed it away, and killed it’s fertility.  When I was young 
a person planted and did not have to fertilize... also the cattle also harm the soil 
fertility.  In flat land the land is better off because it does not wash away. 
 
Despite uncertainty about of the future of agriculture in this zone of Costa Rica, it 
appears that Oscar and Alicia intend to continue practicing the agricultural traditions that 
they learned from their own parents, hopefully passing their knowledge onto their 
children.  
 
Case Study Two- Organic Farming Family: Jaime and Isabela 
 
 I came into contact with Jaime’s household through the daughter of Alicia and 
Oscar.  She offered to take me to his farm in order to see the array of biodiversity to be 
found there. He raises more than 150 plants using organic methods.  He sells his organic 
produce at a specialty organic market in San Jose. The market sells to individual buyers 
and he estimates that 50-60 percent of his clientele are European or North American, 
noting that they have more awareness about the healthfulness of eating organic produce.   
 Jaime became interested in organic production techniques about fifteen years ago 
as a participant in a local campesino organization.  Initially, he learned about “las 
practicas más sanas” (more healthful practices) working on land purchased in cooperation 
with other members of the campesino organization in his community.  Later, he and his 
wife became interested in transforming their own nine hectares into an organic farming 
operation.  I interviewed Jaime and his wife separately, and found it noteworthy that 
when he told me about the decision to experiment with organic farming that it was a 
decision he and his wife made together.  Likewise, interviewing his wife she repeatedly 
noted the family’s cooperative nature.   
 In the first years of transforming the farm, life was difficult. For example, in the 
third year of the transition from conventional farming to organic, Jaime and Isabela found 
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themselves with a still unproductive plot and two children to care for.  Rather than giving 
up on the project, a pregnant Isabela and a confounded Jaime temporarily migrated to a 
hacienda to pick coffee for the season.  The next year, the farm began to produce and the 
past years, Jaime and Isabela have realized great incomes from selling their organic 
produce.   
 
Figure 7.9  Jaime shows off some heirloom corn he grows in his diverse farming 
operation.   
 
 Isabela told me two stories that I think illustrate the dedication the couple have to 
each other.  Once when Jaime had the opportunity to travel abroad for three months, 
Isabela encouraged him to do so and took a position as a domestic in San Jose.  She did 
not tell her employers that she was married, nor did she tell them that she was expecting a 
child.  They needed the extra income from her work so badly that she felt she had no 
choice.  In another tale, when Jaime was ill for several weeks, it fell to Isabela to take 
their produce to market to sell in Hatillo.  She explained to me that at first she was 
terrified that she would do something wrong, but the people at the market were helpful 
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and friendly and she was capable of keeping income flowing into the household 
throughout Jaime’s illness. 
 While they were definitely interested in the economic and environmental benefits 
that come with organic production, Jaime and Isabela discussed deeply held political 
beliefs that made organic farming even more appealing.  They are not only skeptical of 
conventional agricultural production and its environmental and health impact- they 
believe that the economic and political system that it is tied to is flawed, helping to 
recreate inequality in the world, particularly in small nations like Costa Rica.  In one 
conversation with him he explained: 
If a place like Costa Rica has the capacity to produce its own food, why doesn’t 
the United States permit us to?  ... They (conventional producers) have lost the 
freedom to plant, like the freedom I have here in my farm. I have the power to say 
if I am going to plant corn this year, if were are going to plant beans, or no, we 
won’t plant beans, but bananas.  But here, people are limited by this.  These small 
countries are going to have their decisions they make be influenced by the United 
States. (p. 22 of the interview) 
 
As a well-traveled campesino, Jaime’s perspective on organic farming is global in 
addition to being local.  His work with campesino organizations and with organic farming 
has led him to Brazil, Nicaragua, Mexico, and Guatemala. And he describes the organic 
farmers he has met along the way as part of a global family of organic producers.  When I 
asked him about the future of Los Bajos he explained: 
Jaime:  I don’t know if we are going to have a revolution, I am imagining that 
yes, in the future the society will have to return to this form of life.  I know that 
perhaps we can return to this, but the problem is the knowledge, for this it is 
important to protect your knowledge and all this information 
 
Erin:  And you have saved this knowledge somewhere? 
 
Jaime:  No 
 
Erin: Then where is it? 
 
Jaime:  In my mind.   (p. 16 of interview) 
 
While their household income varies from month to month, their organic produce 
yield high pay-offs.  Jaime estimated that his average monthly income ranged from 
250,000 to 300,000 colones (510-610 dollars U.S).  Plus he estimates that 80 percent of 
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their household food consumption comes from products of their farming operation.  He 
explains: 
At this moment we (organic producers and his family) are like a little piece of 
garbage in the eye of the system, because we are peacefully revealing, but yes we 
are an annoyance because we don’t depend on the system, for example when 
there is no food here to buy to eat we can eat from what we produce.  We don’t 
need anything else.   
 
Jaime does, however recognize that the path his children take may differ from his home.  
His two oldest daughters attend high school and his elementary aged son will probably go 
to high school as well.  Currently, his son accompanies Jaime each Friday trip to the 
organic market in Hatillo, where Jaime sells his produce.  His son claims presently to be 
more interested in working the land like his father than in attending high school.  
 
Landless Agriculturalists- Marcos and Tatiana  
 
Marcos and Tatiana are poor.  Marcos owns no land and earns a living working as 
a caretaker of urban residents’ country homes or quintas. He sleeps on the floor at a 
nearby quinta almost every night, but comes home for breakfast and dinner and his wife, 
Tatiana always packs him a lunch.  Tatiana works occasionally as a domestic and nearly 
everyday she can rustle up work during the coffee harvesting season from October to 
January.  When I asked Tatiana why she did not look for full-time domestic work she 
explained that she had thought several times of looking for work in the municipal center, 
Acosta, but that it did not make financial sense.  Her bus from her community to Acosta 
and back runs 700 colones (about  $1.50 US).  The going rate for 8 hours of domestic 
service is 1500-2000 colones (about $3.50 US).  After paying for bus fare, she would 
walk home with about 900 colones (A little less than $2 US).  When I asked her if there 
was anything she would like to do to earn more money apart from picking coffee, she 
could only imagine cleaning and picking coffee as work possibilities. 
Some months, Tati and Marcos try to get by on about 100 dollars U.S., a 
challenge considering their household consists of four high school students.  Despite the 
fact that they must make every cent count, Tati likes to play in black market lotteries (a 
Costa Rican national pastime) and has a particular man from which she buys her 
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numbers.  The family cannot afford to pay social security that would help pay for health 
care should they require it.  One day at work Marcos cut his hand badly with a machete, 
requiring stitches and antibiotics.  He had to pay forty dollars out of pocket:  a ghastly 
expense for a low-income rural household.   
They have three children in high school and serve as guardians for a niece whose 
mother works in the banana zone in Limon Province.  Some of the costs of schooling are 
offset by becas, or little scholarships that provide free breakfast and lunch.  Their 
transportation to school is free (as it is for all students), paid for by the local community 
government.  Marcos and Tati pay a local seamstress to make their family’s uniforms 
because it is cheaper than buying the uniform in stores.  Each child has one pair of pants 
and one shirt.  Pants cost 2,000 colones, and the shirts are 2500 colones, or about 10 U.S. 
dollars.  Physical education clothes cost 4000 colones, or about 8 U.S. dollars.  They also 
have to buy backpacks and school supplies.  
Tati and Marcos’s family is very close-knit. The teen-agers help with laundry 
(they have to wash their school uniforms everyday), and the girls help with cleaning.  
Their house is very small, and very clean.  Their house was constructed with a grant from 
the government and sits below the main road of the community, about fifteen yards down 
a steep hill.   
Because Marcos cares for quintas, he often has access to exotic plants that he 
propagates and plants in his yard.  So, although they have a steep front yard it is 
beautifully terraced with tropical plants. His employers also gifted him with some 
beautiful paint that permitted him to give his house a fresh coat of color.  Employers have 
also given the family professional clothes for their older children who will soon be 
entering the workforce. 
They keep chickens and have access to agricultural products that come from 
Marcos’s family and Tati’s family.  Marcos’s father owns land on which he raises maize 
and beans and Marcos helps work those fields and get some of the produce.  Tati’s father 
is also an agriculturalist although he lives about four kilometers away.   
During my research a significant transition was underway in their household.  
Their oldest son graduated from high school. A fieldnotes excerpt captures graduation 
day: 
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This morning his mother woke up at 4 a.m. and walked to a neighboring farm to 
pick coffee.  Then she went to a neighbor’s house to have her nails done, then to 
her niece’s house to have her hair done.  She is wearing a light blue dress sewn 
by the local seamstress in our community.  At work today in the coffee she stepped 
on some old barbed wire and it went through her shoe, so in addition to being 
nervous about her night out on the town (she told me she had never been to such a 
formal party before)...she has an aching foot. (Fieldnotes Oct. 6, 2005) 
 
 The night of that graduation party, was a first in the lives of that household and I 
remember it quite well because I became involved in a bit of the chaos that graduation 
brought with it.  The graduate and his parents could not return home until very late as the 
graduation dinner dance would run late into the night and then they would return on a bus 
and then taxi that would take about 2 hours.  The second oldest, a daughter, was 
participating in a mini practica in San Jose in order to gain work experience, and was 
spending the night at her grandparents’ home closer to the main bus line.  The niece was 
off sleeping at the local seamstress’s house, as she did nearly every night that the 
seamstress’s husband, a man who ran a lumber ripping business and traveled frequently, 
was out of town for work.  So, the youngest son, a fifteen year old, found himself at home 
alone.  When the electricity unexpectedly went out at about nine p.m. he showed up at 
my house to ask if he could sleep in my extra room because he was scared.   
Because Tati’s eldest son graduated from the technical high school in Acosta, he 
was expected to participate in a two month long practicum that sent him to work in urban 
San Jose in an entry-level accounting position.   Tati, in particular, struggled with the 
absence of her son.  Because I had a phone in my house and she did not, she would 
frequently visit to call the house where he rented a room as a boarder from an elderly 
single woman. Usually after getting off the phone, she would cry a little and tell me how 
much she missed him.  I would do my best to console her with the idea that he would be 
home come Friday. Her son came home each Friday evening and returned to San Jose 
each Sunday evening in a chartered Taxi with other young professional men from the 
community.  Only beginning his practica, he was already earning 90,000 colones per 
month, or about 180 dollars U.S. a month: more than his parents earn some months.  
Tati and Marcos have chosen to invest in their children by encouraging each one 
to attend high school (an opportunity they did not have) and to study hard, and hopefully 
this work will pay off.  Already, their oldest son can contribute a bit each month to his 
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parents’ household expenses.  If each child can find professional employment, perhaps 




 These three case studies just begin to touch on the array of agricultural practice 
occurring in Los Bajos and what can be considered as part of campesino practice.  Alicia 
and Oscar’s household represents a “traditional” and successful farming model. They 
produce for subsistence and also for market (coffee and cattle).   Both Alicia and Oscar’s 
parents owned substantial amounts of land and Oscar benefited from the land is father 
passed onto him.  Alicia’s father, who is still living, may increase his daughters’ family’s 
holdings if he divides his own large holdings among his children equally.   
Jaime and Isabela, like Alicia and Oscar’s household, have benefited from a land 
inheritance from Jaime’s father, but he and his wife have chosen to take a very 
unconventional approach to agricultural production by becoming organic producers who 
sell direct to a largely expatriate community in San Jose. Rather than focusing on a 
handful of agricultural products, Jaime’s farm is a study in biodiversity where hundreds 
of things are cultivated.  In addition to benefiting from a land inheritance, Jaime has also 
benefited from participation in campesino organizations that have offered him 
opportunities to travel and broaden his understanding of both farming practice and global 
farming politics.   
Marcos and Tati, on the other hand, have no landholdings although Marcos does 
participate in agricultural labor when he works friends or relatives landholdings.  In order 
to supplement his low income, he also is employed by a wealthy out of town family, 
serving as a caretaker and night watchman of their quinta. Tati, meanwhile, struggles to 
figure out what she might do earn more money for the household.  For the time being, her 
best opportunity is participating in the seasonal coffee harvest.   
In Jaime and Isabela’s and Marcos and Tati’s households all the teenagers attend 
colegio, and will most probably not enter into farming.  Oscar and Alicia’s children, on 
the other hand, have declined the opportunity to go to high school in favor of working 
with their parents.   
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Interestingly, other farmers in the area have not adopted Jaime’s organic 
production principles or a desire to sell to the same organic market to expatriates, even 
though it’s quite clear that Jaime is experiencing success as an organic producer.  One 
wonders if more producers will look to Jaime for advice and encouragement on 
transitioning to organic in the future.  Currently, most farmers seem to be watching his 
operation develop from a distance.   
Hopefully, these three case studies helped capture the fact that there is no one 
type of campesino practice employed in Los Bajos. Certainly, the examination of 
landholdings by households and household income should help to reveal the high 
inequality found in the area, debunking the romantic ideal of the countryside as a 
wonderland of classlessness and harmony.  Many others before me have noted inequality 
in income and land distribution in rural areas, so this is hardly a surprise.  But it is 
important to keep in mind as we continue to explore Los Bajos and consider how life on-
the-ground compares and contrasts with national and local imaginings of what it means to 


















Case Study- Mixing Prison Work, Farming Labor, and Odd Jobs:  Guillermo and 
Clara 
 
Guillermo and Clara have a large family by today’s standards- three girls and two 
boys.  Their oldest daughter is already working and studying at university.  Guillermo 
works at La Reforma in San Rafael de Alajuela.  He is a prison guard, but he describes 
himself as a person that is “100 percent peasant.”  One season his life as a full-time 
farmer changed forever.  He was working particularly hard because the prices were good 
and he was trying to make money.  He was also in the process of constructing the house 
where he currently lives.  One day while working in the fields he began to feel “un dolor 
en la boca del estómago” and he wound up at a San Jose hospital undergoing an 
appendectomy.  He was in the hospital for 8 days before he could return home.  Almost 
immediately, he tried to return to work.  When a load of supplies for his house arrived in 
the municipal center, he caught a ride in a neighbor’s truck to retrieve them.  The road, at 
this time even more treacherous than it is today, was full of potholes and he was riding on 
top of the stacked up supplies in the back of the pick up. He re-opened his appendectomy 
incision and it got infected.  After re-infection he was “en la cama fatal” or his deathbed 
for about two months.  When he recovered he explains that agricultural work wasn’t 
“worth a cent like before.” (page 3 interview). He explained: 
It was then that a neighbor of mine gave me the idea to work in the prison.  I was 
worried because I was not really strong enough to work in the country and he 
gave me this idea...and now I have worked in the prison for ten and a half years, 
thanks to God, this young man helped me a lot when he gave me this idea to go 
work in the prison, and I can say I like it.    
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Now, every other Monday he wakes up and gets on the high school bus that leaves the 
community at 6 a.m in order to catch his bus to the prison.   
Guillermo’s wife, Clara, refers to herself as an “ama de casa.”  She is an excellent 
cook and is active in the community- she volunteers for the school, has a seat on the 
church board, and visits her home community nearby in order to clean house for her 
ageing mother.  When I asked her what was the most difficult thing about the time when 
Guillermo is away at the prison she replied: 
The most difficult thing is when he is there and they (the children) are sick with 
something.  Then, I don’t feel well when the kids are sick.  Economically, I can’t 
complain because I don’t want for anything.  But when I have to make a decision 
to give them (the children) permission for something, it’s not the same when I am 
alone.  My work here are the house chores and other things when we have pigs, 
this does not make me crazy, because the kids are all at school studying, so it’s 
not that difficult (p. 7 of interview). 
 
She used as another example the fact that Guillermo was at work when their oldest 
daughter realized she needed to matriculate that day in order to get in to high school for 
the first year.  So, she and her mother made that decision without Guillermo’s input, 
although he says he supported the decision completely.   
 Guillermo is an example of the many prison guards who continue to cultivate 
crops and engage in other rural labor when not working in the prison.  He maintains a 1.5 
hectare plot where he raises coffee, plantains, bananas, fruit trees, and wood trees.  He 
sells his coffee to a beneficio in a nearby community.  Additionally, he owns a portable 
wood saw that he can carry atop his horse.  He earns additional money ripping lumber for 
neighbors when they are undertaking construction projects.  Like Alejandro, when he is 
back in the country, he is usually working at some project related to agriculture or 
construction.  He is a relentless worker to a point of absurdity.  After injuring his hand at 
work, he was sent home in a cast.  Rather than mend his wounds at home all day, he 
could be seen carrying his portable wood saw off to one farm or another, refusing to sit 
still for too long.  
 Guillermo and Clara encourage their younger children to continue to university.  
Their second oldest, a boy, just graduated from high school and during part of my 
fieldwork was completing his practica in urban San Jose.  Their oldest daughter, age 19, 
works eight hours Monday through Friday as a bookkeeper and attends university classes 
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at night.  She lives with an uncle on her mother’s side of the family and pays 40,000 
colones per month for room and board (about $85 US).  She works as an accountant for a 
grocery distributor and earns 190,000 colones per month (about $390 US).  In addition to 
her rent, she pays 50,000 colones (about $100 US) each month for her schooling.  She 
also pays for her clothing and personal care products like shampoo, soap, and deodorant.  
She estimates that she gives her family about 15,000 colones (about $30 US) per month.  
She comes home each weekend because she misses her family and her long-term 
boyfriend who lives in a nearby community.  He was studying to be an educator, but had 
to return to farming with his father this year because he had run out of money for 
schooling.   
 Each Monday she gets on the school bus with her father and other siblings (bound 
for high school) at 6 a.m.  She stands out in her professional work clothes and dress 
shoes, but she claims that people in her home community do not treat her any differently 
despite her early professional and educational success.  The other siblings look up to their 
older sister and ask her advice about her university and work experience.  Although she 
loves coming home every weekend, she believes that when she has completed university 
that it may be better for her to live full-time in San Jose.  Both she and her boyfriend 
would prefer to live closer to their respective families, but they also recognize that the 




Costa Rica maintains prison facilities throughout the country, with eight facilities 
located near the urban nucleus of San Jose.  Unlike shaky agricultural markets, the inmate 
crop has been booming, with the Costa Rican prison population doubling from 3,346 
inmates in 1992 to 6,613 in 2002 (World Prison Brief 2005).  The most recent figures 
provided by The Justice Ministry show 7,459 inmates total, not including those awaiting 
trial or sentencing (2005).  But Costa Rican prisons have been ill prepared to deal with 
the spike in inmates.  In 2002, newspaper stories highlighted the “grave situation in 
prisons,” and discussed the “collapse” of the penitentiary system (Arguedas 2002a, 
Arguedas 2002b, G. Villalobos 2002).   By 2003, four of the prisons in the federal prison 
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could receive no more prisoners (Vizcaino 2003).  More recently, The Justice Ministry 
has increased prison capacities with building projects and the hiring of more prison 
guards (MDJG Press Release 2005; Justice Studies Center of the Americas 2004).  
Nevertheless, a recent United Nations Report argued that Costa Rica would continue to 
struggle to keep up with increasing crime rates unless they could “not also progress 
towards higher levels of distributive justice and social integrity”(Justice Studies Center of 
the Americas 2004). 
When I first arrived in Los Bajos, I did not know that the urban penitentiary was a 
significant employer of people from the area, but learned fairly quickly of its importance 
as I completed household livelihood censuses.  Instead of saying “I work for the prison 
system,” or “my husband is a prison guard,” a simple explanation of someone working  
“ocho por ocho” was considered sufficient to explain a household members’ employment 
situation. “Ocho por ocho” refers to the schedule that most guards work- they live one 
week at a prison and return home the following week.  People from this zone first started 
working in the prison system fifteen to twenty years ago, in the wake of poor agricultural 
prices and a diminished need for agricultural labor.  As word of mouth spread 
information about the benefits of prison work and as more people met impasses in 
earning an agricultural living, the numbers of prison guard employees rose.  Results from 
the household census reveal the importance of prison employment to rural households 
and communities. While agriculture remains the predominant income source for most 
households, prison employment plays an important role in the maintenance of rural 
households in the canton of Acosta.  Twenty two percent of the 195 households included 
in the household livelihood census reported that penitentiary income serves as the 
household’s main income source. 
Prison guards travel to work every other Monday by bus.  In Bajo Uno, an old but 
dependable bus arrived at 6 a.m. sharp and drove early risers, including domestics, prison 
guards, high school students, and anyone else who needed to get into the municipal center 
of Acosta.  Monday morning in the municipal center of Acosta illustrates the importance 
of prison employment to outlying rural communities.  Men and women who work in the 
prisons are easy to pick out as they await the busses to take them to prison.  They are 
dressed in civilian clothes, but their duffel bags are packed with their guard uniforms. 
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Figure 8.1:  Prison guards line up to board the bus that will carry them from the 
municipal center San Ignacio into the San Jose metropolitan area. 
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Prison employment offers several benefits to employees.  Prison guards earn a 
good deal more than an agriculturalist might, and the pay is dependable and regular.  
Most guards I interviewed earn between 120,000 colones and 180,000 colones per month 
for their work, or between about 245 and 370 U.S. dollars.  The government pays Social 
Security, which in Costa Rica includes health care.  Guards also get vacation time from 
the prison, depending on the number of years they have worked there.  Room and board 
is provided while they are at work.  Notably, The Justice Ministry also promotes 
continuing education by offering free high school classes to guards when they are at 
work.  So, in addition to increasing earnings, prison guards also can finish school.   
 
 
Figure 8.2: Prison guards who have participated in continuing educational  
opportunities await recognition at a graduation ceremony (Source:  Ministry of  
Justice of Costa Rica Website) 
 
Recently, the Justice Ministry changed education requirements for guards, requiring all 
new and recently hired guards to have finished ninth grade (MDJG Website). 
Unfortunately, as the Justice Ministry becomes more restrictive about educational 
requirements for its guards, this too will spell another closed door for many rural 
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agriculturalists that might be able to perform guard duties, but do not possess the 
educational background now required for the position.   
 Another reason some people find prison employment alluring is that they can 
maintain agricultural holdings while earning income in the city.  Some men work in 
agriculture all week when home from work, while others have pretty much abandoned 
agricultural labor in favor of using the week off to relax.  The household census data 
reveals that prison guards do still practice agricultural production, both for household 
subsistence and to sell at market. Fifty-six percent of the 43 prison guard households 
produce agricultural products for household consumption.  Thirty percent of those 43 
households produce agricultural products for sell to a market.  The graphs below illustrate 
what is produced by these households.   
Frequency of Crop Production for Household Consumption in 






















































Figure 8.3:  Many households that depend on prison guard employment continue to 
produce food for household consumption.  (Source:  household livelihood census 
conducted by Erin Ricci) 
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Figure 8.4:  Some households that depend on prison guard employment continue to 
raise crops for market as well.  (Source: household livelihood census conducted by 
Erin Ricci) 
 
Despite the fact that people appreciate the stable source of income, prison work 
poses challenges both to individual prison guards and to their families. Several prison 
guards I interviewed explained that being away from home every other week places a 
strain on marriage.  Some women are known to keep boyfriends with their husbands 
away at prison work.  Women who are left to keep the household running occasionally 
feel the workload too great.  A woman might be left to care for livestock, the children, 
and all the other chores that she usually had in the household, in addition to whatever 
other jobs- seamstressing, cutting hair, etc.- she might have.  As one guard explained, 
“it’s plenty difficult for the children and for the woman because she has to be the mom 
and the dad when you are not there.”   
 Additionally, because they work in a prison environment, work itself creates great 
stress.  Sometimes prison guards fear for their safety.  When guards are working in the 
pavilions that house prisoners they carry wooden clubs instead of firearms.  Several 
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prison guards I spoke with complained about their lack of training for their position.  
Others had their own stories about close calls with smuggled in weapons pulled by 
prisoners, or just moments at work when they felt that they were in grave danger.   
Hector’s early work experience brings to light the very real dangers posed by prison 
employment work.   He recalls: 
I had an experience in the first six months of my work.  There was a problem in 
the pavilion where I was- an inmate and one of my co-workers got into a fight.  
My co-worker defended himself, but the inmate came into where I was, and I did 
not know the inmate was having a problem.  He beat me up- he hit me and broke 
my nose and for this I was incapacitated for six months.  It was the beginning of 
my job and I almost left for the danger that was there.   
  
Prison guards explained to me that you knew almost everyone in the prison after a 
time and it was a good survival strategy to craft trusting, yet distant relationships with 
inmates.  As one prison guard explained, if you get too involved in the personal lives of 
the inmates, they may try to manipulate you in order to get special treatment or in order 
to access drugs or weapons.  Several guards told tales of prison guards from the zone who 
themselves had been sent to prison for becoming involved with inmates, either in sexual 
relationships or in illegal business relationships. For example, one man from Los Bajos 
who worked as a prison guard was sent to prison for his involvement in a drug ring that 
moved drugs into and out of the prison system and into his own community.  Another 
male prison guard was sent to prison for his sexual relationship with female prisoners.  It 
seemed that prison guards struggled with how to walk the line between having the respect 
of inmates while also having compassion for them.  One female guard I interviewed 
noted how she worked as a quasi psychologist at times, as there were only two 
psychologists per five hundred inmates at the women’s prison where she was employed.   
 In addition to the inherent danger involved in working in a prison system, prison 
guards lament the fact that they do not get much rest when they are at work.  They work 
eight-hour alternating shifts.  In other words, they work sixteen-hour days each day they 
are on the job.  This schedule wears on prison guards, particularly those who take classes 
between their shifts.  Getting quality rest proves difficult also because guards live in 
dormitory settings that tend to be noisy.   
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 Guards also noted that they feel no different from the inmates because once they 
start work each week they become “incarcerated” themselves and are unable to leave 
their work areas without permission.  They also find living conditions in their dormitories 
problematic.  Finally, some guards commented that the food was not like what they ate at 
home- that it was higher in fat, often fried, and that it made them feel unhealthy.  When I 
asked one guard if his work was stressful, he replied: 
Guard:  100 percent. 
 Erin:  Why? 
 Guard: For the type of work. You spend eight days incarcerated. There are eight 
days you spend like an inmate.  You cannot leave, only with permission.  The 
second stress is family. To leave them to come here for eight days is stressful.   
 Erin:  Then there are times you feel like an inmate? 
 Guard: I feel like an inmate- the change in meals from here to there. The schedule 
of meals is different.  The food is different. 
 Erin:  It’s not tipico? 
Guard:  Yes, it’s tipico, but it’s very greasy food... the food is totally different.  
You adapt to work because of the economic necessity but if I could find other 
work that would allow me to earn a living I would leave there.  It’s not satisfying 
work- it’s unsatisfying. 
 
One guard, who had switched prisons from the highest populated male prison to a special 
prison for minors, offered an interesting perspective on differences in working conditions 
among prisons.  He told me: 
Here the bedroom is for two people- there is a bathroom between two rooms.  It’s 
shared among four people.  There is space and time for everybody, but in other 
prisons they sleep 15 to 20 in only one room and maybe there are two bathrooms 
for everybody.  In the real prisons it is a little “discriminatorio” because the 
showers don’t have doors.  You get into the shower and others are right behind 
you making a line, it’s like you were an inmate, how nasty-  those prisons are 
nastier.  Where I am now is better, partly because the dormitory is better.   
 
Prison guards hold diverse opinions about their job.  Some guards I spoke with 
feel that their opportunity to work and earn a stable income has improved their lives to 
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the extent that despite the stresses of prison work, they like their job.  When I asked if she 
liked her prison guard job, Rosa commented, “In part yes because I feel like an important 
person- that I am helping society.  It’s work that is not just about incarcerating women 
and saying that they are bad, it’s not just this.  It’s to try to help them too.” Others resent 
the job, explaining that they would prefer to work in agriculture, but that it was not 
possible to earn a decent living as an agriculturalist.  One young father of two told me: 
It’s work that nobody likes. It’s work that one does really because of the standard 
of living here in the country- the economy is very bad for agriculture, therefore 
one opts to go to work in this system for income that’s a little higher than one 
would earn otherwise. 
 
Whether people love or hate their jobs as prison guards, most I spoke with cited the fact 
that the area where they lived offered no other options for work, particularly for those 
who had little schooling.   
Clearly, working as a prison guard poses challenges for rural people- the work is 
long and stressful, it can place strains on families because of the long periods of time that 
one spouse is away from the home, and there is an element of danger to the work that can 
make people feel ill at ease. However, one aspect of the prison work that I believe holds 
promise for rural households who seek to maintain landholdings or simply houses in rural 
communities is the type of scheduling that the prison system has adopted so that people 
can temporarily migrate twice a month to earn a living.  There are several reasons why 
working “ocho por ocho” seems like a reasonable strategy for rural development.  First, 
as noted earlier, prison guards can, if they chose, continue to cultivate crops. These crops 
may be used for subsistence, reducing household expenditures on food products, or they 
may be sold at market, increasing household income.  In addition to this economic 
benefit, continuing with agricultural practice also fulfills people’s ideas about what 
country culture is about, or what it means to be a campesino in the first place.22 
Second, because rural people do not have to permanently relocate to take advantage of 
“ocho por ocho” work, they can maintain their households (most of which are owned and 
not rented) without moving into urban areas, which are already overcrowded and are 




It seems reasonable that enhancing people’s ability to take advantage of their 
proximity to an urban area like San Jose without requiring them to uproot their rural 
households is good development practice, which leads me to want to argue that we 
should venture to think of other types of work, particularly those that don’t come with the 
same problems as prison employment,  that could be scheduled “ocho por ocho” rather 
than nine to five.  
Despite the possibilities of imagining other forms of work that could be practiced 
“ocho por ocho,” it is hard to deny the sad irony of prison work.  Prison guards leave the 
outdoor work in the fields for the indoor claustrophobic environment of the prison.  They 
trade in-machetes for batons.  They feel compelled to do this mainly because they cannot 
make a living working in agriculture.  Their inability to maintain full-time agricultural 
practice is undoubtedly tied to larger, previously discussed structural changes in the 
Costa Rican nation state over the past twenty five years that have shown little compassion 
for small producers.  In the end, the best policy would be not just to enhance “ocho por 
ocho” working opportunities, but would instead return to the days of friendlier small 
farmer policy.  This, of course would require a seachange in the current direction of 
agriculture in Costa Rica, which is increasingly export-oriented and industrialized, and as 
such, appears unlikely.     
David Harvey (1995) writes, “in the discourse of capitalism, the violence of the 
workplace is underscored.”  I can’t help but agree when thinking of the case study of 
rural campesinos who now find themselves “incarcerated” half of the month in order to 
secure a livelihood.  Here they must fear violence, or wage violence as part of their daily 
job description.  One wonders how the violence seen in the workplace of the prison seeps 
into domestic life back home.   
While conducting archival research for my dissertation I came upon two articles 
discussing Rafael Angel Calderon’s23 idea for social adaptation of prisoners in Costa 
Rican penitentiaries.  He promoted teaching inmates to be agriculturalists in order to 
enhance their employment opportunities once they left prison.  I suggest they might have 
simply asked their guards about agriculture and the opportunities it provided to secure a 
                                                 
23 Ironically, Calderon is currently awaiting trial for accepting $500,000 from a loan from Finland that was 
supposed to be used to pay for medicinal supplies.  After two months in jail, he was placed on house arrest. 
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livelihood.  What a social adaptation strategy- teach inmates a trade plagued by insecurity 
while their guards (most of whom recently left farming) look on in disbelief!  I suppose 
such social adaptation strategies might keep the prison business booming, but they do not 
do justice to the prisoners and the prison guards who find themselves “incarcerated” in 
Costa Rican penitentiaries- strange companions in a country whose social fabric 
continues to be challenged by its government’s response to the economic crisis of the 







YEARNING TO LABOR 
 
 
One day during the early part of my fieldwork I was sitting in the rustic kitchen of 
one of my informants when she looked at me and said, “You may not know this, but we 
are living in a crisis right now.”  This same informant, a woman in her early fifties, would 
often come to me with ideas for some small business or other that might help her earn 
extra income.  Her husband, a lifelong farmer and community figure had recently reduced 
his farming workload and his income, which was never high to begin with.  She, 
however, wanted to find ways to bring income in herself, but could no longer manage 
heavy agricultural labor because she has never fully recuperated from back surgery.  
Ideas for small businesses ran from starting a small “soda” or restaurant with her sister to 
raising goats for goat’s milk.  Before her back problems she ran a small pulpería next to 
her house, but now that building served as a makeshift new home for her oldest son, his 
wife, and their two children who had just moved back to the community after living in 
San Jose for several years.  
Over the past few years, this woman had participated in several different 
development projects aimed at offering women increased opportunities to earn income.  
She had taken part in a failed women’s tourism cooperative, and was currently involved 
in a European Union sponsored project that was based in Acosta.  We would sometimes 
talk about her experiences with different development schemes and she would frequently 
get disgusted at how the money that was initially intended to fund projects seemed to get 
eaten up with overhead costs like professional staff and travel.  She longed for something 
to do to earn income, but her lack of education seemed to subsequently prevent her from 
having the confidence to speak up in the meetings I attended with her.   
I always felt like this informant yearned for work- for some option to earn income 
that her household desperately needed.  I felt the same way about other middle-aged 
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women. When coffee harvest came and they had the opportunity to earn some income, 
they seemed so happy and self-satisfied.  Women who might not otherwise describe 
themselves as agricultural workers take advantage of the annual coffee harvest that runs 
between October and January to earn income to prepare for Christmas, when most rural 
Costa Ricans buy school and casual clothes for the next year. From October through early 
December, women find employment working as peones, or day laborers, for local 
coffeeholders.  They can earn two thousand colones per day, or about four dollars for 
picking coffee from six o’clock in the morning until noon.  Overwhelmingly, the peones 
who pick coffee grown in the Los Bajos area are women.  Many men believe that the 




Figure 9.1:  My first day on the job as a peon.  With the $4.00 I earned I purchased 
a pair of black rubber boots. 
 
I worked a few days as a coffee peon and found the work tedious, monotonous, 
painful and, at times, fun.  Picking coffee is tedious because workers are supposed to pick 
only the red coffee cherries, requiring a good amount of dexterity to pick with any speed.  
It is monotonous because of the need to perform the same repetitive picking motion over 
and over again.  Coffee harvesting can be painful in many ways. Tiny, biting ants abound 
in coffee plants and when they get into your work shirt they can be difficult to locate and 
remove from your welping, bit skin.  Because a coffee picker secures a basket around her 
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waist, working several days with the basket can cause back pain.  Additionally, if a 
person has to pick coffee on steep ground, which is often the case, it can be difficult to 
keep balanced, and falls do happen.  It’s not all hard work, at times the harvest is fun, as 
people share stories and gossip, or joke about others’ poor picking abilities.    
Later on in the season, when the coffee grown in the prime coffee growing zones 
at higher altitudes ripens, entire families join into earn money picking coffee by the 
basket. Kids are out of school and many families call upon their children to work. There 
they can earn 400 to 500 colones per basket, and hence can make more money if they 
pick quickly.  Some families who chose to work in the coffee plantations actually 
temporarily relocate for the couple of months they will be working.  A woman might 
work half the day in the coffee plantation and then spend the rest of the day preparing 
meals for other people in her temporary household who have to eat.  For this she might 
earn a little money as well.  Families who temporarily relocate simply close up their 
houses in Los Bajos for the duration of the coffee-picking season.   
Other people who work in the coffee plantations get trucked to and from the 
plantations by produce truck owners, who earn money serving as people who connect 
laborers with employers.  People who work in this arrangement leave very early in the 
morning sometimes departing around four thirty and returning in the late evening around 
seven thirty in the evening. 
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Ama de Casa- Housewife





Figure 9.2:  Most women identify as housewives when asked to describe their 
primary employment.  (Source:  Household livelihood census conducted by Erin 
Ricci) 
           
Overwhelmingly, most earned income in Los Bajos comes from male labor.  The 
graph above highlights the prevalence of women’s work as housewives.  A woman will 
likely identify as an “ama de casa,” or housewife, when asked what her principal work is.  
In some cases women care for pigs, milk cows, and tend chickens but this somehow does 
not fall into the same understanding of agricultural work as cutting cane, tending cattle, 
growing beans, etc.  While I might consider these as being part of the work of a farmer, 
women in Los Bajos, subsume these duties under their title of “ama de casa” and do not 
talk about these as if they were farming.  In addition to picking coffee once a year, 
women might earn additional income working as a seamstress, hair stylist, or launderer, 
but interestingly women do not initially name these activities as work when asked what 
their principle work is.    
Women are responsible for the bulk of childcare, all of the food preparation, 
housecleaning, and laundry.  The majority of women who do earn a regular income work 
in the service sector, and the majority of those in the service sector works as domestics.  
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With an increasing number of young women finishing high school and continuing to 
university, there is little doubt of a seachange underway in the countryside regarding 
women and employment.  The question remains, however, whether young women with 
more education will settle in Los Bajos or will relocate closer to San Jose.  Currently, it 
seems that a little of both occur, with some better-educated young women marrying and 
moving closer to the city, while others maintain more substantial ties to the country.   
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Figure 9.3:  The household census offers a glimpse of how responsibility for 
household expenses breaks down among households.  (Source:  Household livelihood 
census by Erin Ricci) 
      
Clearly, male household heads are most frequently the only contributors to 
household expenses.  One hundred and fourteen households (58%) of households report 
support solely from male heads. Forty-four households (22%), report that both the male 
and female head contribute to household expenses.  Fifteen households (8%) report that a 
male head and other household member contribute to household expenses, meaning that 
the female head contributes nothing, but other members of the household do.  Usually, 
this means that an unmarried son or daughter contribute some of their income to their 
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parents’ household.  Occasionally, married sons and daughters live with their parents 
while they save money to build their own home, although this is not the rule.   
 
Keeping Two Households-  The Domestic Experience 
 Women from Los Bajos have worked as domestics in San Jose and Acosta for 
several decades.  However, based on the results of the livelihood census, domesticity 
does not look all that important to household incomes in Los Bajos (domestics were put 
in the “service worker” category).  At the time of the census, fewer than ten women 
reported working as domestics.  I believe domestic work is underreported for a number of 
reasons.  First, culturally speaking, some people are ashamed to say that they work as 
domestics.  Second, domestic work varies widely.  A woman might work as a full-time 
domestic in San Jose.  One woman I interviewed maintained a small household in Bajo 
Uno, but lived the majority of the time in the home of her elderly client.  She was 
unmarried and childless and therefore had no immediate family to care for.  She came 
home every two weeks.  Other women might work only occasionally as domestics, taking 
work as it arose.   
One of my neighbors, for example, would walk down to the quinta where her 
husband worked to clean the house, if she received word that the family intended to come 
use the house for the weekend.  It was also very typical for a woman to provide domestic 
services to other households in her family.  A woman might earn a little extra money 
cleaning for a sister who worked away from the house frequently, or for an elderly 
parent.   
Additionally, women who may identify Los Bajos as home, because all of their 
family is there, may not have made it into the household census at all.  Because they are 
always betwixt and between households (if they live most of the time in San Jose), it is 
hard to know where they fit.  Their family and relatives’ homes are in Los Bajos and their 
income gets used there, but they may not have been reported on in the household census.  
Finally, women don’t report their domestic work or other income-earning (seamstressing, 
cutting hair, ironing, etc) as work because they tend to identify themselves first and 
foremost as an “ama de casa” or housewife.  According to campesino cultural custom in 
Costa Rica, women are not supposed to be bread winners, but are instead supposed to 
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keep the home.  By reporting any income they earn, they assert the importance of their 
extra work to the household, and this flies in the face of traditional cultural norms for 
women in the countryside.  For this reason, I find the household census results suspect 
when it comes to women’s work in particular.  It was only through living in Los Bajos 
that I became more acquainted with the ways that women secure extra income.     
Domestic pay in Los Bajos is very low.  I would sometimes hire my neighbor to 
help me with housework, like cleaning the windows of my house, which were frequently 
dusty because I lived so close to the dirt road.  When I asked her what the going rate for 
such a service was she told me about 1200 colones, or little more than two dollars.  When 
I insisted on paying more like ten dollars, I met with resistance but eventually I 
convinced my neighbor, that she could save the extra money I gave her for her future 
plans of going to college. 
Before it became the rule to send young women on to colegio, many young teen-
age girls were sent by their families to work as live-in domestics in San Jose.  It was not 
uncommon to send a twelve or thirteen year old girl to the city to work. This practice has 
changed dramatically since more elementary graduates began attending colegio.  Girls 
would work as domestics until they got married and then return to the countryside to 
maintain a household with their new husband.  Many older women I interviewed had 
worked as domestics until they established their own household and family.  Therefore, 
many of the women over twenty five years old had, at some point in their life, worked as 
a domestic.   
In rural Costa Rica, men and women tend to live with their parents and siblings 
until they marry.  While “union libre,” or living in free union outside of marriage does 
occur, the ideal progression is for a woman to only establish a household once married.   I 
did not fully recognize what this meant until I was conducting a household livelihood 
census with a young woman who had only been married about six years.  She wanted to 
show me photos from her life and we went through the various photos of graduation, 
confirmation, and marriage.  On the last page of her photo album she had slipped in the 
very first grocery list she ever wrote, it was from the first day of their marriage in Bajo 
Uno, after they had returned from a weekend honeymoon at the beach.  She told me how 
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nervous she was to go to the grocery for the first time and buy all the foodstuffs she 
would need for her household.   
Although the Costa Rican government has set minimum wage requirements for 
basically every job in the country, there is no government oversight of domestic work, 
therefore domestic wages can be sub-par, and domestic workers’ incomes range 
drastically.  They earn much less than other workers, because employers house and feed 
their employees, and this somehow legitimizes paying them less (Pashby 2000).  
One woman I interviewed who was in her late fifties had worked for the same 
family for many years.  Her house in the country was a testament to the love the family 
had for her, as it was filled with gifts of furniture and appliances that her employers no 
longer needed.  Other women, however, described terrible living and working conditions 
and sometimes-abusive employers. One retired domestic decided not to permit me to 
interview her when she realized I wanted to talk to her about her former work as a 
domestic.  She and her sister explained to me that that period of time was very difficult in 
her life and that she had no desire to revisit it. Other current and former domestics 
complained about touchy feely employers and not getting national holidays off like every 
other employee in Costa Rica. 
The duties performed by a domestic vary depending on the household where they 
work, but can include laundry and ironing, cleaning the house, cooking, going to the 
market, and caring for children.  In Los Bajos today domestics tend to be unmarried 
women. Some may have children but others do not. Three of the unmarried domestics I 
interviewed had previously been the main caregivers of their parents and so had never 
married.  Domestic work can place considerable strain on a household.  While some 
married women with husbands and families may work as domestics during the daytime in 
Acosta, the majority of domestics who work in San Jose cannot feasibly maintain a 
marriage and family in Los Bajos.  Most San Jose domestics live with their employing 
family and work Monday through Saturday morning, returning to their home 
communities for Saturday evening and Sunday.   
Unmarried domestics who work in San Jose and have children in Los Bajos pull 
on kinship networks to care for their children in their absence.  One woman who had two 
boys, aged ten and twelve, left them in the care of her large extended family.  During the 
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week, they spent time in several households.  The oldest, often spent the night in his 
aunt’s home, while the youngest stayed at the home of his grandparents.  Sometimes, 
women who had to work away from their children paid their aunts, sisters, or mothers a 
small amount of money per month to offset the costs of feeding and caring for these 
children.  Other times, the children were basically adopted into extended family 
households.  Because single mothers who do work frequently have to leave the 
countryside to earn money, it is not uncommon to find children referring to several 
different female figures as “Mom.”  They learn to do this early on in life.  One of my 
neighbors, only four years old, spent the week calling his aunt “mami” and on the 
weekends, when his mother was back in Los Bajos, calling his aunt by her first name. 
In one particularly dynamic example three unmarried sisters who all had children 
pooled their labors to benefit each other.  One sister lived in urban San Jose and worked 
nights as a bartender at a popular tourist resort, where she earned a significant income.  
Her two sisters, who both lived in rural Bajo Tres and had their own families, worked for 
their sister as domestics.  Every two weeks one sister would go to San Jose and tend her 
sisters’ house and children, while the other sister in Bajo Tres would tend the older 
children of her sister, who were enrolled in school in Acosta.  This way, each sister from 
Bajo Tres earned a bit of income working as a domestic, the bartending sister could have 
a sister caring for her children rather than a stranger, and the two sisters who lived in 
Bajo Tres did not have to look for childcare for their own children when they were away 
in San Jose. 
 
Machismo and Household Decision-Making Dynamics 
 Undoubtedly, the cultural ethic of machismo plays an important role in the 
cultural landscape of Los Bajos and also helps explain why women’s labor gets ignored.  
It proves particularly important in understanding household decision-making processes 
and husband and wife relationships.   
One day while riding back in a taxi from San Ignacio, I struck up a conversation 
with the driver.  He had worked for twelve years in the United States and lived outside of 
San Ignacio with his wife, who was from Nicaragua.  He was excited to talk with me 
because he had not practiced his English in a while.  His analysis of his marriage captures 
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typical cultural ideas of what wives should be.  He told me,  “She’s a nice wife-  she 
cooks.  She’s clean.  She’s quiet.” 
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Figure 9.4:  Most households report that decisions are made by both the male and 
female head of household.  (Source:  household livelihood census conducted by Erin 
Ricci) 
 
According to the livelihood census, 131 of the 195 households (67%) report that 
household decisions are made by both the male and female head of the household.  While 
most women claim that decision-making is done by “los dos” or both the husband and the 
wife, they also will admit, that in the end, the husband has “la ultima palabra,” or the last 
word.  Having the last word can be particularly important in big decisions that impact the 
family’s income, for example, taking out a loan, buying  a piece of land, or making 
another large purchase like a truck.  Take, for example a conversation I had with a 
woman named Stefanie. 
 Erin:  What if it were a big decision? 
Stefanie:  It’s the man’s decision, the big decisions are the male’s. He has the last 
word.    
Erin:  He has the last word? 
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Stefanie:  Yes. 
Erin: Why? 
Stefanie:  Because of the machismo that lives inside a man. 
Erin:  We don’t have this word machismo in the United States, what does it mean, 
can you explain machismo to me? 
Stefanie:  It’s that a man does not like his wife to leave or go out, that the woman 
does not have her own property, this is the machismo that they demand in the 
house.   
Erin:  And the women... are there times when they talk about machismo in 
private? 
Stefanie: Yes, at times we talk in secret. I talk the most with my sisters and them 
with me. I have a sister whose husband is very chauvinist. 
Erin:  How? 
Stefanie:  She wants to go pick coffee, but he won’t let her.  This is machismo.  If 
she wants to wear pants, he won’t let her- this is machismo. 
Erin:  Is it very frustrating? 
Stefanie:  Yes. 
Erin:  I imagine it is.  In the history of your family, what was the last big decision 
you all made? 
Stefanie:  When we were going to buy a finca. 
Erin:  When? 
Stefanie:  A year ago.  I did not want to, but he said he was going to buy it- this 
was his decision. 
Erin:  And why didn’t you want to buy it? 
Stefanie:  Because I don’t like debts, therefore I said, “why are you going to buy 
this finca, in the first place, you don’t need it, and in the second place you are 
going to assume a large debt, like 5,000,000 colones, a very large debt. 
 
In the end, Stefanie’s husband bought the finca, but wound up selling it later.  But 
Stefanie was different from many women in her community because she had a constant 
source of income working as a cook at an elementary school.  This also meant that she 
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would receive a pension when she stopped working.  Her husband also partners with her 
in order to earn money because they purchase “the rights” to a few fiestas a year in order 
to bring in extra income.  With her expertise in cooking for large groups and his knack 
for getting people to come, they have realized some profit from this endeavor.   
 Her sister’s experience, however, is quite different.  Many women may get to 
make decisions about their children’s upbringing, or about household matters like food 
purchases or small livestock care, but they do not get included in large financial 
decisions.  In the worst cases, machismo, manifests itself in domestic violence.  Although 
I never witnessed abuse, I heard rumors of households where women were victims.  And 
in Costa Rica, a country adored for its supposed love of peace and tranquil countryside, 
domestic violence tarnished that image. 
   
Figure 9.5:  A home-based seamstress produces bras and panties from this 
workspace to earn additional income. (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
 
Some women in Los Bajos earn no income, while others find ways to earn money, 
so that they can have a little autonomy and not have to ask their husbands for money all 
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the time.  It is for this reason that picking coffee or participating in informal economic 
activities is important for women.  I know one woman who sold “ropa intima” or 
underwear, using her horse to travel door to door. She allowed her clients to pay a little at 
a time but did not charge interest.  Women liked to purchase panties that had dibujos, or 
drawings of cutesy animals on them.  When a woman tried to sell me some I had to 
explain that I was not used to wearing panties that featured characters on them.  Some 
women baked cakes for birthdays or other celebrations to earn a little extra money.  
Others repaired clothing, sewed, or made alterations to clothing.  Most jobs that women 
did take were in the household, because this coincided with ideas about where women 
belong.  Elisa, for example, cut hair to earn extra income, because she was not permitted 
to leave the house in order to make money.  Here is an excerpt from our conversation 
about decision-making in the household: 
Elisa:  In my house, we work very individually.  I have my salary and I cooperate.  
For example, we have an agreement that I pay the electricity, water, and social 
security.  I help to buy clothes and trifles and he is burdened with bringing home 
the food.  Each week he brings it.  I don’t know- he deals with his money. 
Erin:  You all don’t have a joint bank account?  Then it’s good you have a good 
salary. 
Elisa:  I have my money because it’s ugly to be without money. 
Erin: I imagine that for other women that have no income it’s difficult. 
Elisa:  I am not going to ask for money for me.  When I am sick or I need to buy 
something, I spend my money. If I need to buy shampoo it is from my money... I 
have worked all of my life and they say it is better to have a lot of money saved.  
Here when you have a lot of money saved, the men of the country are really 
egoistic.  They don’t like that women have money and if a woman has five 
thousand colones they say, “what a ton of money,” but five thousand colones is 
nothing for them... 
Erin:  And why don’t they like women to have money? 
Elisa:  they are chauvinists 
Erin:  A lot of women use this word, chauvinist. 
Elisa:  He won’t let me work outside of the house because he is a chauvinist. 
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Erin:  He doesn’t like it when you leave? 
Elisa:  No, not to work nor to go out, when I have to leave, it is with him.  
Erin:  But he’s all right with you cutting hair? 
Elisa:  Yes, because I am inside my house, but I have to pay the electricity, 
because I use my machine (hair dryer). (Interview Transcription p. 1-2) 
It will be interesting to see how gender relations among men and women shift in Los 
Bajos, as both men and women continue to earn more education and more money.  But 
for the women who did not go to high school and do not have access to gainful 
employment, their lives remain very dependent on their husbands’ income.   
 
Figure 9.6:  My husband gets his head shaved at Elisa’s home-based salon in Los 
Bajos.  (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
 
While living in Los Bajos, I was very struck by the juxtaposition of an ideal 
female type:  the passive, subservient campesina who wore a skirt, obeyed her husband, 
and rarely disagreed with him, and another female type-  the vampish woman who wore 
revealing clothing, lots of make-up, and was known to be promiscuous.  I wondered what 
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it was like to live as a “traditional” campesina woman, but to be bombarded with images 
of independent, sexy women on television.  After all, “Sex in the City” offers a very 
different image of womanhood than what one finds in the countryside.  In my opinion, 
these conflicting images of ideal womanhood ensured a struggle for women and men in 
that ideas about gender were constantly being challenged.  Additionally, from a material 
perspective, most women did not have the means to live the lifestyles they might see on 
telenovelas, music videos, or U.S. syndicated television shows.  Add machismo to this 
and then add the fact that many men are struggling to maintain roles as primary bread-
winners, and it is quite clear that a context conflict was created.   
 Most marital conflicts I was aware of had to do with infidelity, and many acts of 
infidelity were common knowledge.  People talked of the now-divorced woman whose 
husband found her having sex with their neighbor.  He moved out of his house and only a 
few yards up the hillside into another household, where he was living with a recently 
separated woman and her two daughters. His new love interest was not well-received in 
the area and they frequently returned to her home community on the weekends.  Male 
infidelity or promiscuity is basically accepted as normal operating procedure.  I learned 
this first-hand when a man from a neighboring community became interested in me and 
would call my house to ask me to go out with him, despite the fact that I was sharing a 
house with my husband and despite the fact that he was married.   
Female promiscuity, on the other hand, is highly problematic.  One day, riding 
back from selling coffee I found myself in a very enlightening conversation with two 
agriculturalists.  The truck was hot and we were all three quite ripe with body odor.  The 
cab of the truck was tiny and the engine was so loud we had to yell in order to hold a 
conversation.  We started to talk about “social problems” and the conversation turned 
towards women’s chastity.  One man, a Protestant, asked me if it was typical for women 
to have sex before they were married in the United States.  This got us started on a 
conversation about sexual practices in general.  The driver, a younger man, talked about 
his own experiences as a newly married man.  He talked about having girlfriends and 
having extramarital sex.  He said that over time, he found it unfulfilling so he stopped 
having girlfriends.  The other man, a conservative Protestant, explained that he was 
faithful to his wife because that’s what the Bible says one should do.  Both men talked 
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about the dangers of casual sex as well, noting that you ran the risk of getting AIDS if 
you were promiscuous.  
 Women, too, discussed sex from time to time.  On a trip to a local swimming 
hole, two of my female neighbors asked me if I would wear white when I got married, 
which was clearly an attempt to pry into my personal life. I explained politely that while 
many women in the United States wear white to their weddings, it does not necessarily 
indicate that they have a “virginal” status.   One of the women spoke with great pride of 
how she wore white to her wedding and that it actually meant something.  While virginity 
might be a cherished thing for people to take with them into marriage, it was hardly the 
rule, as I saw quite a good number of photos of young women on their wedding days 
wearing frilly, lacey wedding dresses while six or seven months pregnant. 
 Today’s high school girls in Bajo Uno seem to avoid having serious boyfriends, 
while girls who had dropped out of school had boyfriends or husbands already. I would 
tease my high school aged neighbor about boys and she would shake her hand at me 
saying, “no, first I must study.”  One wonders how these high school girls will play a role 
in re-defining women’s roles in income generation within their own households as many 
of them will presumably move on to more financially lucrative positions as accountants, 




Clearly, women have few income earning opportunities in the countryside.  
Limited to working as domestics, coffee-pickers, or in household-based work as 
seamstresses or hairdressers, many women in Los Bajos seem to yearn for more 
opportunities than they currently find.  Part of this yearning no doubt comes from the fact 
that many women view themselves as living in a time of economic crisis, which has 
created a situation where their husbands who once could support them working as 
farmers are finding it more difficult to make ends meet.  Women may want to help 
contribute to household income, but due to limited opportunities, find it difficult to find 
permanent work that will bring enough income to legitimize leaving their traditional role 
as the “ama de casa.”   Even if they could bring in their own money, oftentimes, because 
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of the cultural ethic of machismo, men find such activity threatening.  And so, as Figure 
9.3 revealed in nearly 60 percent of the household in Los Bajos, household expenses are 
paid by the men only.   
In the idealized world of Costa Rican peasant identity, it seems the best wives are 
like those described by one of my taxi drivers-  “she cooks, she’s clean, she’s quiet.”  I 
think of the countless older women I encountered who had burnt and chapped skin from 
cooking tortillas over open flames.  I think of the quiet frustration of women whose 
husbands had all but given up on farming, but were too old to move into other sectors of 
the economy.  These women were for all purposes trapped- dependent on the labor of 
their husband, who either could not or would not work, yet the women were unable to 
find ways to earn income to better support their households.  For the most part they 
suffered in silence, their lack of overt anger and frustration somehow illustrating their 
grand humility and patience, traditional campesina values that still matter.  As the 
meanings of what it mean to be a peasant continue to be re-defined by the people of Los 
Bajos, particularly as more and more young women attain more education and begin to 
realize financial independence, it seems likely that the people of Los Bajos will also have 
to re-think what it means to be a woman and a peasant.   
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 CHAPTER TEN 
CULTIVATING PROFESSIONALS: THE BUDDING BOURGEOISIE 
 
One of the greatest change agents in Los Bajos is the increasing number of 
students who go on to high school (colegio) in the municipal center.  The colegio in 
Acosta is a professional and technical school.  It offers specializations in accounting, 
secretarial work, agricultural science, and it just began offering a specialization in 
computer technology.  The majority of young professionals I spoke with in Los Bajos had 
concentrations in accounting. By graduating from the Colegio Técnico Profesional de 
Acosta and by completing their practica (an internship), they can obtain work in San 
Jose.  Oftentimes they find work that pays substantially more money than their parents 
make.  Some students’ internships even offer wages.  Because secondary education has 
become the rule than the norm, young people spend most of their time in school and 
much less of it in the field with other family members farming. 
Very few middle-aged people from Los Bajos finished high school.  In Bajo Uno, 
for example, I knew of only one middle-aged man who had finished high school and had 
gone on to obtain his teaching certificate.  According to people in Los Bajos, this man 
had sacrificed a lot to go to colegio, because when he went the elders in the community 
did not think that education was a worthwhile pursuit.  He had to struggle to even get 
school, as transport was unavailable and the roads were even worse than they are today.  
Today, instead of teaching, he has chosen to focus on agricultural work supplemented by 
purchasing derechos at community fiestas that bring in additional cash.   
A young person explained to me that, “now it’s different because studying is not a 
luxury, it’s a necessity.”  Adults in the community have shown their support for 
education by raising money to pay for colegio students’ bus service to the municipal 
center and by being active participants in the small elementary school located in Los 
Bajos.   Still, attending high school is a challenge for students.  The school bus passed my 
house, at six o’clock in the morning, and the students returned around in the early 
evening.  During the rainy season, it was not uncommon for the old bus to get stuck in 
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deep mud on its way down the mountainside from Acosta.  In these instances, students 
had to walk the rest of the way home- sometimes three to four kilometers in the pouring 
rain.    
Isabela, a nineteen-year-old I interviewed, worked as an accounting assistant and 
earned 150,000 colones per month (a little over U.S. $300.00).  Because she lives with 
close family in San Jose Monday through Friday, she only pays 20,000 colones in rent 
(About forty dollars).  She gives about 10,000 colones a month to her parents and uses 
the rest to pay for her own costs of living.  She has completed some university, but when 
I was in the field she was taking a semester off to save money to pay for tuition.  Initially, 
when I asked her if she had worked in agriculture before she worked in San Jose she 
responded no, but when I pressed her, asking “you never picked coffee before?” she 
explained that yes, she had.    
Before graduating from high school and finding work in San Jose, she would 
temporarily migrate with her family to Frailes during school vacation, which coincides 
with the coffee harvest.  She told me that she did not like picking coffee, but that she had 
to go in order, “to help, you have to earn money to help the household.”  Her parents 
continue to return to Frailes to pick coffee, because her mother “loves to pick coffee.”  
Isabela returns home to Bajo Uno each weekend to visit with her family because she likes 
to visit her mother and father and she prefers Bajo Uno to San Jose.  I found it interesting 
that women in Los Bajos do not initially consider their seasonal work as coffee pickers to 
fall within the bounds of agricultural employment, even though I would categorize it that 
way.   
 Another young professional I interviewed named Anita grew up working with her 
father in agriculture and at age seven began accompanying him to the agricultural 
markets in the metropolitan area.  One of my favorite interviewees, because she talked so 
freely about her life and her experiences with agriculture, worked as a teacher in an even 
more rural area of the canton of Acosta.  The colegio where she worked had no telephone 
and no internet access, and sat along a treacherous earthen road that was famous for 
washing out during the rainy season.  In fact, as early as Jose Figueres’ administration in 
the early 1950’s, there had been talk of widening and paving the road, as a way to foster 
economic growth in the canton.  The road that Anita takes to go to work goes west and 
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ends on the coast near the very popular tourist area of Manuel Antonio and Quepos.  Like 
Abel Pacheco’s “Vida Nueva” program to combat poverty, any discussion to pave that 
road remains on paper only.  To deal with the commute, Anita purchased a dirt bike, 
which is better-suited for getting around much of the canton.  However, because she does 
not like driving the dirt bike she depends on her father to drive her out to her job every 
week.  The rest of the week he can use the dirt bike for his own errands. 
 Her first year of teaching in the rural area, she worked both in the colegio and the 
elementary school and earned 240,000 colones per month, or around $490 U.S. dollars 
per month.  Now she works only part-time at the colegio and earned about 150,000 
colones per month, or about $300 U.S. dollars.   She, like the other young professionals I 
interviewed, returns home every weekend and helps out with household expenses.  She 
pays the phone bill each month, she brings food home each time she returns from work, 
and she is willing to give her parents money “con mucho gusto” if they need it.  She 
decided that she wanted to be a professional when she had “the use of reason.”   
The oldest of three girls, Anita explained that they all helped their father with his 
agricultural enterprises.  Her mom and dad have dairy cows and her mom makes cheese 
everyday that she sells to a few local markets.  In the past, her father raised citrus and 
coffee.  He also trucked people from Bajo Uno to pick coffee in the more established 
coffee zone during harvest and the girls always went in order to earn money to buy their 
clothing for the year.  Her father cut down the coffee plants he owned some four years 
ago, and according to Anita, he and his mother were beginning to switch from working 
with dairy cattle to raising stabled meat cattle.  I asked her why I had noticed that many 
people in the area had begun switching their land to pasture and she explained: 
I think everyone arrived at the same conclusion:  the economy of the country is 
poor.  Like I said, when we went to the farmer’s market, now it’s not like it was 
before when the people were buying a lot, like when one weekend we went to the 
market and we earned 60,000 colones, now we earn 10,00 colones... MAG (The 
Agriculture Ministry) has an agreement with people who raise cattle.  They give 
money in order for them to plant pasture, to make corrals, and to buy cattle, and 
later when they begin to produce they return the money, therefore the people had 
more ability to earn more with cattle (Interview Transcription p. 8). 
 
When I asked her if she identified as a campesino, she explained,  
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Yes, as a professional and as a campesina.  I feel that I can’t ignore or forget 
feeling like a campesina- I can be the president of Costa Rica but inside of me I 
am going to feel like a campesina. 
   
I asked her to explain, in her own words, what is a campesino? She replied: 
For me, it’s not what a lot of other people think.  A lot of people think because 
you live in the country, you are a campesino, but it’s not enough because there 
are people who live in the country, but they never worked the land.  There are 
people that live in the country and don’t know how to hold a knife, to care for 
pigs. Therefore, in order to be campesino means to live here, like me, to care for 
animals, to cut fruit, to go and sell and more important to hold inside the values 
of a campesino:  to be humble- there are people in the city... they live pure and 
simply for themselves...the people don’t care for other people. Here, it’s different, 
there are very beautiful things; the custom of greeting people is very important.  
The custom of helping your neighbor do something. Those are things that they 
lost, but the campesino carries them inside, it’s more humane and united.    
 
Anita told me that she planned to pick coffee in the upcoming harvest season, since her 
contract with the Education Ministry lasted only until Dec. 15.  She provides a useful 
model for understanding the lives of many young professionals from Los Bajos-  while 
pursuing professional success, she also appreciates country life and agricultural pursuits. 
In the future, she would like to buy a large piece of land and plant it in exotic wood, 
because, as she explains, “everyone is cutting it down, but no one is planting it.” 
 Other young professionals work some fifty hours a week while also studying to 
earn a degree.  One young woman I interviewed liked to exercise and jog, but could only 
do so on Saturdays because she was too busy working and studying all week.  She 
reported to work at seven o’clock in the morning and worked until five thirty.  She took 
classes some nights for two hours and other nights for four.  She returned home every 
weekend to be with her family.  When I asked her if she identified as a campesina she 
responded that her roots were campesino, because her parents and grandparents were 
campesinos, but that she was not going to be a campesina because she was going to be a 
professional.   
 Jose Manuel, a twenty year-old, attends night classes in marketing and works 
during the day as an accountant for the official distributor of Toyota cars and trucks in 
Costa Rica.  As an employee in the accounting office, he pays the debts that the company 
assumes to transport Toyota products from Japan to Costa Rica by sea and air.  He deals 
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with import taxes set by the government as well as small things like coffee provided for 
clients or individual taxes that have to be paid to municipalities.  For his work, he earns 
280,000 colones, or about $570 U.S. dollars.  Jose Manuel comes home each weekend to 
visit with his parents, who maintain an agricultural household.  During the week he lives 
with his sister in the city, with whom he rents an apartment.  They pay 80,000 colones per 
month, or about $165 U.S. dollars.  Of his 280,000 colones, he reports that he gives 
50,000 colones, or about $100 U.S. dollars to his parents.  He adds that he also gives 
them things they need, like skin cream for his mother or contact lenses for his sister.  He 
says that some months, for example, when he has to pay university tuition, or when he 
has to purchase new clothes or shoes for himself, he cannot give this money to his family.  
When I asked him if he knew other young professionals who gave some of their income 
to their parents, he said, “I think that when it’s possible the majority help out.” (Interview 
Transcription P. 6) 
 When I asked Jose Manuel to tell me what the word campesino meant to him, he 
responded: 
Jose Manuel:  I say that campesino is a word synonymous with valiant, because 
they get up at 5 in the morning and they go to bed tired at 6 in the evening, with a 
day of very good, hard work. They are dedicated to doing some of the most 
important work- they deserve more respect and more dignity because they 
cultivate the earth in order for all of us to eat. Sadly, I feel that the campesino 
does not recognize the great work that he does, because, like I said, it is one of the 
most important jobs, but it is one of the worst-paying. (Interview Transcription p. 
11) 
 
Erin:  And do you identify as a campesino? 
 
Jose Manuel:  Yes, of course, part of this is to be humble, and many people ask 
me, “where are you from...” I always say, I am from Acosta, then the people know 
that it is a rural place, that it is country and everything, and they say, “And your 
dad, what does he do?”  My dad works the land and sells his produce.  It’s 
important to never deny where you are from (Interview Transcription p. 11). 
 
Case Study:  Alejandro and Vivi:   A Young Professional Household in Los Bajos 
 
The preceding discussions of young professionals pulled from examples of people 
in the late teens and early twenties, and most young professionals in Los Bajos have yet 
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to start families or get married.  Alejandro, however, provides and example of a young 
professional in his thirties and perhaps his family’s situation offers a hint at what more 
households may start to look like in Los Bajos as young people who can return to live 
and work in professional positions settle down in the area. 
Alejandro and Vivi live in a small, two-bedroom house that they built on land 
gifted by Vivi’s father. Their house is full of modern electronics- a DVD player, a large 
television, personal computer, and a digital video camera.  Vivi owns a car, something 
pretty unusual for most women in her community.  Alejandro owns a newer model dirt 
bike, which he drives to work each week.  His route to work is on a treacherous four-
wheel drive gravel and dirt road that while measuring only about 60 kilometers, requires 
3 hours to drive by truck.  A dirt bike requires less time- he says he can get to work in 
two and a half hours.  
Today, Alejandro and Vivi enjoy a high degree of financial success due to 
Alejandro’s professional position working for the past twelve years as a detective for the 
Justice System in Costa Rica.  Depending on the availability or necessity of overtime, he 
earns about 400,000 colones per month, or around 800 U.S. dollars working as a 
detective.  The world famous beach town where he works has a high crime rate- as tourist 
flows increase, so do illegal activities like drug use and prostitution.  He rents an 
apartment in the beach town where he works and lives in the beach town at least three 
days a week.   
 In addition to Alejandro’s income, Vivi makes a living with an informal clothing 
business that she runs out of her Geo Tracker.  She sells the ever-popular “Ropa 
Americana.”  “Ropa Americana” feature hyper feminine styling-  off the shoulder shirts, 
mid-drift revealing halters,  tight-fitting denim pants, and short mini skirts.  Her uncle, 
who has worked in clothing for many years, sells her the clothes and she marks up the 
price to make a profit.  She allows all of her customers to maintain a payment card, which 
she keeps in her glove compartment so that they do not have to pay for all of their clothes 
at once.  She does not charge interest on their outstanding balances.   
 Vivi’s merchant beat stretches out from her community into other neighboring 
villages and even into the municipal center, Acosta.  She visits her seventy regular 
customers’ homes and businesses when she has something new to offer them. She 
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staggers visits so that she is on the road at least two times a week selling clothes. 
Individual women buy the majority of her clothes, but some men maintain accounts so 
that they can buy clothes for wives or girlfriends.  Vivi is very outgoing and personable – 
full of verve and gusto.  Because of this, she does well selling clothes.  She is also very 
unpredictable.  Out once on a clothes-selling trip with her, she stopped her car in the 
middle of an enclave of family homes on private property, climbed up into a fruit tree and 
began harvesting green jocotes24, because her pregnant sister had a craving for eating the 
unripe fruit with salt.   
Despite the fact that their incomes are not dependent on agricultural production, 
Alejandro and Vivi continue to practice local agricultural traditions.  They maintain a plot 
of land not far from their home.  When Alejandro is home from work, he and Vivi can be 
seen walking up the steep hill on the main road, decked out in black muck boots and 
machetes.  Their plot features bananas, plantains, oranges, limes, beans, maize, and 
cilantro.  Vivi and Alejandro also pick coffee each year with Alejandro’s parents, who 
own a finca in a neighboring community.  Vivi also helps her mother-in-law kill and 
clean chickens every two weeks and then drives around selling them out of her Geo 
tracker.  They harvest their beans and maize in order to keep grocery costs down.  50 kilo 
bags of maize and beans are kept under the sink in their kitchen.  Generally speaking, 
when Alejandro is not working at the beach town, he and Vivi are engaged in some type 
of local agricultural activity.  During an interview Alejandro remarked: 
The Ticos, we are very bad managers.  We learned a little about lifestyles from 
the United States.  We are very big consumers, therefore, we like shopping...We 
don’t eat poorly, but we also don’t spend much.  That’s different from the people 
who live in San Jose.  My colleagues that live in San Jose spend a ton of money in 
one month only on food, three times more than we do because they buy expensive 
things- brand names.  (p. 9 of interview transcription) 
 
Alejandro and Vivi’s children are young.  They are encouraged to play with 
educational games.  Their youngest, a six-year-old boy, is very inquisitive and enjoyed 
coming to my house to ask me about my life in the United States.  Their oldest, a 10 year 
old girl, is reserved and clever.  It is customary to find them watching burnt DVD’s of 
Disney and Pixar films in their family room with their cousins after school.  
                                                 
24 A pitted, small fruit, sour when green and sweet when ripe. 
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Vivi’s life was not always as comfortable as it is today.  At age thirteen she left 
her home community to work at a bakery in Santa Ana, a large suburb of San Jose.  Her 
Aunt was working there as well.  She earned very little money and had to work twelve 
hours a day, so she decided to become a domestic worker at the home of two doctors 
from El Salvador.  The husband in the household was a heavy drinker and abusive and 
she told me that she felt very uneasy when she was left alone with him.  She worked as a 
domestic Monday through Saturday morning.  On Saturday mornings she went to a 
produce market where she helped her father sell produce.  He paid her 1000 colones, or 
about 3 U.S. dollars.  On Saturday afternoon she returned home with her father and spent 
Sunday at home in Los Bajos.  Early Monday morning, she returned to her duties as a 
domestic.   
Vivi did not go to high school.  She was told there was not enough money to pay 
for school clothes and supplies and that she needed to work.  Her twin sister went instead.  
When she and Alejandro became a serious couple, he told her to quit her job and that they 
would figure out someway to make ends meet.  It was at this time that Alejandro started 
classes in criminology at Universidad Estatal a Distancia (UNED). They met when she 
was fourteen and he was twenty three. Today Alejandro is 37 and Vivi is 27.  They have 
been married for nine years.   
Vivi sometimes wishes that she had finished high school, but notes that many 
people who have professional degrees from universities can not find work, so a degree is 
not necessarily a guarantee of a better life.  At times, Alejandro considers leaving Costa 
Rica to work in the United States, where he believes he could earn more money, but both 
he and Vivi have reservations about quality of life in the United States.  They recount 
stories of people who go and return wealthy, but fat or unhealthy due to working 
themselves too hard and developing an unhealthy diet.   
Vivi and Alejandro live in a family cluster of homes belonging to Vivi’s family.  
Her parents, sister, aunt, uncle, and grandparents are all within a short walk.  Alejandro’s 
parents live about 2 kilometers away, up the mountain.  Initially, they lived in a house by 
Alejandro’s parents, but Vivi did not like living away from her family in a different 
terrain.  She explained: 
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I didn’t like it up there- the land is ugly- here there’s much more land for the kids, 
the school is closer...what happened was that the majority of the time he was here 
and there but I passed more time here.  I love it here.  It’s very healthy.  You 
watch young people- you won’t se them acting crazy at three o’clock in the 
morning (p. 10 of interview).   
 
Alejandro and Vivi have a happy marriage, although there were times when they 
argued and did not hesitate to tell people about it.  When I first arrived and went on a trip 
with Alejandro to a local hot springs, he explained that Vivi was not going with us 
because she was mad at him.  Vivi, likewise would tell me when for one reason or 
another they were not getting along.  Vivi liked to ignore Alejandro when she was mad at 
him.  The time they spent apart when Alejandro was working at the beach presented a 
challenge, nevertheless, when she was not angry with Alejandro, she would tell me how 
happy she was with him, because he had helped change her life.   
Vivi and Alejandro enjoy more material wealth than most in their community, but 
they do not behave as elites by acting exclusive or special.  Alejandro hangs out with 
other local men at the pulpería when he is home and has the time.  Vivi continues to clean 
her house very vigorously each day, listening to loud dance music as she mops and buffs 
her ceramic floor, even thought she could pay someone else to do it.  Often you can spy 
her wearing a special abdominal brace that she believes will help her lose her tummy 
while she completes the daily round of chores. Alejandro and Vivi participate in local 
campesino events, for example they bought the rights to sell fruit and dessert at one 
fiesta, and the money they paid to be vendors went to the community government.  By 
continuing agricultural traditions they keep one foot in an important local peasant identity 




When I said farewell to Bajo Uno, it seemed fitting that I caught a taxi ride with 
four young men who were returning to the city on a Sunday night to ensure that they 
would arrive at work on time on Monday morning.  On our way to town they talked about 
soccer, music, and girls.  When we arrived to my final destination, they insisted on 
paying for my taxi ride.  I thanked them and wished them good luck.  They were full of 
confidence, enthusiasm, and ability.  As they drove off into the evening light, I could not 
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help but wonder about their futures.  Where would they finally settle?  How would they 
manage the obligations of a professional life and their ties to the distant countryside?  
Would there be enough paying jobs to employ the bourgeoisie emerging from places like 
the rural areas of Acosta?  Undoubtedly, even more change is coming to Los Bajos as 
more and more young people leave farming behind and enter into new professional 
opportunities.  When they return from weekly work in the city, young professionals bring 
income and new cultural styles that no doubt impact peasant life in the countryside.  How 
will their parents be able to continue to draw such distinctions between country people 
(campesinos) and city folk (professionals) when their own children appear to be both?  I 
think the emerging professionals from Los Bajos will play an important role in redefining 
peasant identity in the twenty first century in Costa Rica.  It may likely redefine gender 
and class dynamics, as children of poorer families bring much needed income back to 
poor rural households and as young women realize income earning potential never before 












Figure 11.1:  Three kindergarteners look on as their older elementary school friends 
re-enact the expulsion of William Walker from Costa Rica as part of Juan 
Santamaria day festivities.  (Photo by Erin Ricci) 
 
 
At the end of her ethnography Farmers of the Golden Bean, Deborah Sick tells 
the story of how Costa Ricans resisted the State’s attempt to institute daylight savings 
time. Arguing that, “Solo Diós puede hacer cambios en el día.” (only God can make 
changes in the day), Costa Ricans attended mass and sent their children to school 
according to “real time” while disregarding the “government time.”  Patent refusal of the 
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time change forced Costa Rica’s government to revert back to “real time.” This short 
story illustrates the autonomy and determination present in rural Costa Ricans- qualities 
that will probably come in handy in continued global political and economic instability 
and local environmental unpredictability.   
On the other hand, exclaiming that only God can make changes in the day 
represents a pervasive attitude in the countryside- that, in the end, governments will 
disappoint you, crops will fail you, crop prices will drop, and all of the good and bad 
things that happen are somehow part of God’s plan.  No doubt, such an attitude provides 
both comfort and passivity.  
In the very first interview I conducted in the field, I traveled to meet a pig and 
orange farmer up the mountain from the community where I lived.  I could see my village 
from the front yard of his house, but due to road conditions, the actual trip by car veered 
many kilometers out of the way.  I walked down to his farm with his daughter and son-in-
law whom I had met early after my arrival to Costa Rica.  He raised about one hundred 
and fifty pigs, keeping several sows and bulls for reproduction purposes.   
Despite the fact that the operation was very well-run and clean, the smell from the 
hundreds of pigs was nearly too much to take.  I kept concentrating on not breathing 
through my nose, but rather breathing through my mouth, surprised that I, a Kentucky 
farm girl who had smelled her share of pig farms, was struggling in this particular farm in 
Costa Rica.  I was relieved when he suggested we walk over to his orange grove to 
conduct the interview.  We all sat down amongst the trees, eating the sweet oranges that 
grow in that region and talking about changes in the countryside over the years.  I 
confided in him my fantasy of being a farmer and a professional, of finding a way to 
balance subsistence farming with a job, because I thought this might provide me with 
more security, and generally-speaking, a more satisfying life.  I remarked how it was 
ironic that I came back to wanting to farm after my parents and grandparents had pushed 
me in other directions.  I explained that now I wanted to live two lives- that of the farmer 
and the professional.  After my declaration he told me this:  
I imagined that my children would have many opportunities that I did not have 
and that they would study.  I had a dream. I, as a farmer, wanted one of my sons 
to be an agricultural engineer.  This was a dream for me, because I could not 
realize it.   
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The oldest one that was riding the horse (earlier in the day) he told me “Papi, 
don’t give me studies, I don’t want to study.  For me, I like the life in the 
countryside, and I don’t want to go to high school.”   
 
My daughter did not want to study and my other daughter too.  And the other son, 
he too, is saying he doesn’t like to study.  Therefore, my dream died.  My intention 
was to have a child of mine become a professional and they all could have done it 
also.  My project was this and now, no, I cannot wake up to this dream.   
 
Look at you, your goal was to be a teacher and now you are.  You are from 
university and you want to have seeds and cultivars, and you have them, but not 
all of us accomplish all of our goals. (Interview Transcription p. 13-14). 
 
It should come as little surprise that this man had dreams for his children.  Most parents 
do.  My own parents’ dreams for me encouraged them to push me towards college and a 
profession rather than farming and early marriage and family.  At the same time, as a 
young adult, it seems a conflicting position in which to be placed.   
On one hand, a person born and raised in the country is bombarded with ideas of 
the nobility of the country.   The rampant anti-city discourse found in this dissertation 
illustrates this:  The city is unsafe, is dirty.  City people are cold.  People are not as free in 
the city as they are in the country.  And yet, many elders simultaneously send an 
alternative message: study, become a professional, get enough training to get a job in the 
city.  I believe these are conflicts felt by country kids the world round. 
 In Costa Rica one of the biggest dangers with the discourse of professionalization 
is whether or not there are enough jobs for all the people who are pursuing higher 
educational goals.  Like tales from other lands, one wonders if young peoples’ 
“expectations of modernity” will come through for them (Ferguson 1999).  Perhaps Costa 
Rica will become like a mini-India, providing technical and customer support services to 
wealthier nations to the North.  And perhaps such a phenomenon will ensure sufficient 
employment for the young people from the countryside.  Certainly, there is much to be 
gained from increasing education that goes beyond earning capacity as well.  There is 
value in education for education’s sake.   
But something else can get lost in the discourse of professionalization- knowledge 
of place and land.  From the beginning of high school, students leave Los Bajos early in 
the morning and return around 6 p.m.  They study, eat, and sleep, and get up to do it all 
 190
over again.  They are already being trained to take on the schedule of professionals, to 
grow accustomed to spending little time at home, and to associating themselves more 
with what goes on in the city than in the country.  In San Ignacio, for example, during 
free time high school students can roam freely through the city, eating junk food, buying 
new vanity items, or hanging out with friends at the park.  There they develop a new taste 
for Etnie brand shoes, hip clothing, and iPods- items that their parents’ incomes can ill 
afford.   
My neighbor, who went through high school graduation when I was in the field, 
borrowed my digital camera for the evening of his graduation and dance.  Although I did 
not go to the graduation, I experienced much of it through the close to one hundred 
photos he snapped while partying with friends.  The young women were dressed like pop 
stars:  thin, made-up, and pretty.  The young men looked like young professionals seen on 
telenovelas- dark suits, starched dress shirts- sophisticated.  My neighbor seemed to have 
made a night of getting his photo snapped with one pretty female graduate after another.   
It was clear from the photos that each graduate walked into the dinner dance one 
at a time accompanied by his or her parents.  In some instances Mom and Dad were 
residents of San Ignacio who worked in San Jose.  They moved easily, heads held high in 
their polished, professional dress clothes.  On the other hand, were the handful of parents 
from Los Bajos.  They were dressed up for the occasion, but held their heads in a 
different way than the city folks, illustrating their discomfort with being in the limelight.  
Their photos reminded me of the pageant contestants from the fiesta in a way, exuding 
humility more than pride.   
In a way the graduation dinner and dance was a microcosm of change in Acosta: a 
coming together of people from different places- the farm and the office- to celebrate 
jointly the passing of young adults into a new social role as future professionals.  I 
applaud the young adults who pursue professions.  But I do worry about the future of 
agricultural production in Los Bajos.  Who will work the land from the next generation?  
Guillermo and Clara’s children, like Marcos and Tati’s seem destined for professional 
positions and perhaps urban living.  Many budding professionals will have to relocate 
closer to their work in the city, leaving a generation of parents approaching old age with 
fewer children to support and to care for them locally.  I imagine many though, tied to 
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family and place in Los Bajos, will try to keep a foot in both worlds, finding ways to 
commute back and forth.  Perhaps if the road system or bus system improves it will not 
be such a difficult task to live in Los Bajos and work in the city full-time. 
The two households still engaged solely in agricultural pursuits, Jaime and Isabela 
and Oscar and Alicia, recognize the difficulty in earning an income solely from 
agriculture, but have specialized production: Oscar and Alicia focusing on cattle 
production and coffee and Jaime and Isabela producing higher priced, higher quality 
organic goods.  While seemingly quite different in production philosophies, both of these 
households continue to subsist off of products from their own lands, rendering lower 
household expenses and maintaining a strong sense of campesino identity.  While Oscar 
and Alicia’s children have shown no interest in attending high school (they all stopped 
attending school after elementary), Jaime and Isabela’s oldest children are already 
enrolled.  Jaime seems torn about his youngest child’s future.  His youngest child is his 
only son and he goes to the organic market with him each Friday.  Currently enrolled in 
elementary, he tells his father that he wants to be a farmer like his dad.  Jaime, however, 
told me that he knows that in the end, his son will probably go to high school and move 
on to a professional position. 
In all of the householding strategies presented in this dissertation people are 
dynamic and mobile-  Alejandro rides his motorbike to the beach.  Vivi drives around in 
her Geo Tracker.  Jaime pays a trucker to take him and his produce to the urban center 
each Friday.  Oscar and Alicia move back and forth among different landholdings.  
Guillermo works ocho por ocho, filling half his month inside of a prison.  Clearly then, 
this ability to be mobile plays an important role in any householding strategy in Los 
Bajos, whether the income earned is from agriculture or not.  One thing is for sure, the 
people of Los Bajos are adaptive, dynamic, and flexible and if the past twenty-five years 
of a poor economic climate for agriculture has not broken their spirit, perhaps nothing 
will. 
In the United States, scholars that lament the decline in the number of small 
farmers are quick to note that it is not just romantic whimsy to mark the passing of the 
small farmer:  they urge us to reexamine what we have lost and perhaps more 
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importantly, to deeply question to what extent industrialism has bettered the human 
experience.  Wendell Berry, for example argues that: 
Industrialism prescribes an economy that is placeless and displacing.  It does not 
distinguish one place from another.  It applies its methods and technologies 
indiscriminately in the American East and the American West, in the United 
States and India.  It thus continues the economy of colonialism (2003:24).   
 
In the same edited volume Brian Donahue notes: 
The work of farming, while demanding, is for the most part pleasant and 
satisfying.  What can be deadening about working the land is not the dirt or sweat, 
but the economic strain under which is has too often been practiced (2003:37). 
 
Kernels of these sentiments can be found in my conversations with full-time campesinos 
and with men and women who keep one foot in the world of small farming and one foot 
in new types of work.  Most households where I conducted research continue to practice 
some kind of subsistence farming, alongside of other forms of work.  They might sell 
clothes and also raise a small plot of corn or beans or keep milk cows and chickens.  
While some people in Los Bajos appear to have abandoned farming altogether, there are 
plenty of examples of people who have maintained farming practices while moving into 
other areas of employment. And the people who continue to farm do not do it only out of 
necessity:  they appear to truly find the work of food production pleasurable. So, there 
appears to be some evidence that agricultural traditions will continue.   
Perhaps the most immediate challenge to agriculture in Los Bajos is not 
globalization or neoliberalism, per say, as much as it is very local environmental 
conditions that are making food production increasingly challenging.  As the soil 
continues to lose its fertility and if cattle production expands, it seems likely that the land 
will become increasingly unfit for cultivation and increasingly appealing to the urban 
upperclass, as pleasant places to get away on the weekends. Already, small quintas dot 
the countryside, constant reminders of very wide split between the urban middle and 
upper class and the citizens of Los Bajos.    
Residents still residing in Los Bajos will likely see some increased income-
earning opportunities as residents with larger amounts of expendable income pay locally 
for services like groundskeepers, domestics, cooks, childcare providers, construction 
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workers, etc.  While the income will no doubt assist the household of Los Bajos, they will 
probably not do much to offer the residents of Los Bajos a better class position. 
After all my time in Costa Rica living in a peasant community, I can’t offer any 
predictions as to the future of the peasantry in Costa Rica that would be more than an 
educated guess.  Countless scholars have announced the demise of peasants and peasants 
have always seemed able to shift and reassert their place in such a way that they seem 
unlikely to be going anywhere.  I think this is because, as I mentioned throughout this 
dissertation, what it means to be a peasant is always up for debate and is always being 
redefined as local and non local cultural forms intermingle with one another and produce 
something new.  I definitely think that what it means to be a peasant in Los Bajos today is 
different than what it meant fifty years ago.  While current peasantness pulls on tradition, 
it is not defined by it.  Daddy Yankee’s hip hop music at a “traditional” fiestas and the 
adoration of television celebrities should be proof that mediascapes impact campesino 




 This dissertation has shown that many forces are re-shaping peasant identity in 
Los Bajos.  Chapter one illustrated how peasants in Los Bajos have been impacted by 
global and national political and economic forces that have made small-scale farming 
increasingly difficult.  Adopting the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) 
will most likely harm Costa Rica’s peasants who are already struggling with increased 
costs of living and a lack of economic opportunity. Other forces, like environmental 
change brought on by both human interaction with the landscape and climactic 
unpredictability, have made farming increasingly difficult by destroying soil quality and 
reducing crop yields.  Cultural forces too, have played a role in re-shaping peasant 
identity, as music, television, and urban styles mix with peasant traditions, resulting in 
new cultural forms of peasantness.   
 New cultural expressions of peasant identity can be juxtaposed against the peasant 
brand discussed in chapter three.  Peasants are an oft-romanticized group who are 
sometimes written about too generally to ever get a good handle on how peasantness 
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varies from place to place.  As a person interested in farming culture and lifeways I, too, 
struggle with romanticizing small-scale farmers and agricultural lifeways that seem to be 
under threat.  A review of social science literature in chapter three revealed that scholars 
disagree on what peasant means and whether it should be used as an identifier in the first 
place. Some, like Edelman (1999), argue that peasants can be sophisticated and peasants 
at the same time, while others feel the peasantry has changed too drastically to even be 
called peasants anymore.  I side with Edelman, whose Costa Rican research clearly 
showed that to Costa Rican peasantry, being a peasant is still very real and very 
meaningful.  Additionally, this chapter considered how social scientists have a tendency 
to look at mobilized peasant groups rather than those folks who never mobilize. 
Considerations of identity have tended to get wrapped up in studies of identity politics 
rather than closely examining peasantness in very local contexts among people who are 
not clamoring for national or global political attention.  This is unfortunate, in my 
opinion, because there is much to be learned from people who never mobilize.   
The discussion of local and national histories in chapter four helped to show how 
peasantness and the peasant brand is idealized in Costa Rican history and how this 
impacts Central Costa Rican peasant’s own concept of identity.  State educational texts 
create a mythology that the nation state was built on the shoulders of peasants who lived 
hard lives in a classless, “white” countryside. Costa Ricans in Los Bajos draw on these 
imagined histories when making claims on their own identities.  These constructed or 
imagined histories also negate the important and meaningful experiences of others in the 
founding and settling of the nation-state, like Black West Indians and Nicaraguan 
immigrants, to name but two groups who are often overlooked.  Unlike other Latin 
American nations, a peasant identity is not circumscribed under a minority racial 
identifier, but is rather bound up in the majority race’s conception of its own colonial past 
and national development.  Because of the special role of the peasantry in the Costa 
Rican national ideology, holding onto a peasant identity, even if one is not engaged solely 
in agricultural pursuits, makes sense in the Costa Rican context.  Far from being an 
identifier one might want to disavow or shed, peasant identity is very powerful to rural 
Costa Ricans who can claim it.   
 195
Chapter five provided a first glimpse at the field and our first opportunity to break 
down ideal or romanticized notions of peasantness.  Peasants of Los Bajos are not tied to 
land, but rather quite mobile.  The discussion of local fiestas offered a view at a 
microcosm where both “traditional” campesino cultural forms and new cultural forms 
intermingle and coexist.  Traditional pastimes like horseback riding and guaro 
consumption are juxtaposed with karaoke and dance parties replete with reggaeton style 
music.  Far from destroying peasant culture, new cultural forms are absorbed and 
reworked by peasants to become part of peasant culture.   
Chapter six captured how peasants in Los Bajos often talk about what constitutes 
peasantness- diet, dress, and demeanor.  Peasants continue to draw pride from the fact 
that they are capable of producing food to feed their families. They assert their 
independence by continuing to practice local traditions like guaro production and 
consumption, despite the fact that it is illegal in Costa Rica.  Ideal peasant dress and 
demeanor represent the humility of people in the countryside and is often juxtaposed 
against the demeanor and dress of city people and/or professionals.  Like any group who 
derives pride from an identity, peasants idealize themselves, noting their humility, hard-
working spirit, and willingness to help others in need.     
Chapter seven offered a glimpse at material realities of the countryside:  unequal 
land distribution and disparities in income based on occupation leave landless farmers on 
the losing end.  The three case studies of peasant families-   Alicia and Oscar (traditional 
agriculturalists), Jaime and Isabela (the organic farming family) Jaime and Marcos and 
Tati (landless agriculturalists) offered a way to see different class positions that exist in a 
small village like Bajo Uno.  One important reason Alicia and Oscar are able to continue 
their traditional lifestyle is due to the fact that Oscar has inherited a good deal of land, 
allowing him to have diverse production in coffee, beans, corn, and cattle.  Jaime and 
Isabela have less land than Oscar and Alicia’s household, but have been able to benefit 
from Jaime’s interest in organic farming and pan-Peasant politics that have offered him 
opportunities to travel to other places in Latin America to learn about environmentally 
sound production practices.  His willingness to travel to a largely Gringo farmers market 
to sell his organic produce means that he obtains much better prices for his products.  
Marcos and Tati, on the other hand struggle to make ends meet.  Without land and 
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without substantial economic opportunities, Marcos and Tati make a living both from 
Marcos’s work as a day laborer and as a night watchman at a local quinta.  All three of 
these families purport strong peasant identities, yet they are remarkably quite different 
kinds of families and households.   
Chapter eight opened with a case study of Guillermo and Clara’s family who 
mixed prison work with agricultural production.  We learned that Guillermo maintains 
his connection to a peasant identity by engaging in typical peasant activities when home 
from his prison guard post.  He farms, rips lumber, and helps out other people in his 
community.  Despite the clear economic advantages that prison guard employment offers 
residents of Los Bajos, some very important drawbacks accompany the decision to work 
in the prison.  Prison guards risk being victims of violence and also may be called on to 
wage violence in the name of the State.  Guards also complain about the working 
conditions of prisons and the time they must spend away from their families when they 
are incarcerated with criminals.   We learned that some guards are able to keep feet in 
two worlds as farmers and guards, while others abandon food production.  However, all 
guards I interviewed continue to maintain a strong conception of peasant identity, noting 
their roots in the countryside of Acosta, a place constructed both within and without as 
being a place where peasants come from.   
Chapter nine looked specifically at the experience of peasant women of Los 
Bajos, who often complain of a lack of opportunities for earning money.  We saw how 
peasant women seem trapped between an idealized version of peasant women (“she 
cooks, cleans, she’s quiet”) and a more independent woman who can earn money to 
support her household.  In Los Bajos 60% of households continue to be supported by men 
only.  Part of the reason this is so is because men find women who have their own money 
threatening, a part of machismo culture among campesino men.  Machismo is another 
fact of the countryside that can taint the romantic ideal of the peasantry that some 
possess. The patent gender inequality in the countryside, like class inequality that is 
found there highlights that within rural locales like Los Bajos class and gender positions 
provide some access to power and wealth while excluding others.  
Chapter ten discussed significant changes that are occurring in the next generation 
of Los Bajos.  Many high school graduates are now earning more money than their 
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parents and moving into new professional worlds- the same worlds that their parents see 
as “other” or non-peasant.  This will no doubt bring tough decisions about where this 
generation will settle- the countryside or the city?  How will youth maintain connections 
to home-  through remittances?  Weekly visits?   The case study of  Alejandro and Vivi 
study provided a look at a new young professional class emerging that has the expendable 
income to afford luxury items like electronics and automobiles.  Despite their clear 
differences in wealth though, Alejandro and Vivi balance their new class position by 
continuing to behave like campesinos- growing food, assisting family with animal 
slaughters, and maintaining good relationships with friends and family in Los Bajos. 
By offering a detailed examination of life in Los Bajos, this dissertation provided 
a grounded study of how global and national political economic shifts impact a place.  
Too often in conversations about globalization and change, the lens to understand the 
dynamics of culture change pans too wide to understand how it looks in a particular place 
and time.  Hopefully this study of how people in Los Bajos have responded to shifts in 
the economy, environment, and cultural landscape of Costa Rica has shown how the 
peasantry is involved in the production of a 21st century peasantry that will likely draw on 
historical imaginings of what being peasant is about, but will no doubt create new 
understandings and cultural forms of the peasantry.   
 
Future Research Directions 
 
As I explored the way that the Costa Rican small farming families were being 
squeezed by global economic trends and local environmental decline, three aspects of 
that transformation stood out to me that deserve closer examination. First, many men and 
some women responded to the increasing difficulty they faced as agriculturalists by 
becoming prison guards for a major employer, the urban penitentiary system.  I would 
like to take the research I have already done with this group another step by more closely 
examining households that benefit from prison guard employment.  How do guards 
balance the dual world of the prison and the countryside?  What strains does prison guard 
employment place on rural households?  How do the prison guards maintain ties to their 
rural heritage as farmers?  Do they continue to produce food for household consumption?  
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How do guards feel about their decision to leave farming or to never become full-time 
farmers?  How does prison guard employment re-shape household gender roles-  does it 
help to reinforce traditional gender roles in the household or do we see that the time 
prison guards must spend away from home requires the family members left at home 
alone during the work week to take on new roles and responsibilities in the household? 
What do the job requirements of working as a prison guard, i.e. the willingness to wage 
violence, mean for people’s understandings of themselves and their relationship with the 
State for whom they work?   
I also intend to take a closer look at the young professionals from the area where I 
conducted research (roughly aged 20-30) that represent the first generation of youth to 
complete high school.  This new generation of young people face very different questions 
than did their parents.  Most young people who take jobs in the city have to relocate 
there.  What implications does this have for their connection to their home village?  How 
will they maintain connections to immediate and extended family members?  How do 
they feel about their decision to leave the countryside? If they have been able to live in 
the country and find employment, how do they do it?  How have their immediate and 
extended family members in the countryside responded to their new status as professional 
suburbanites or urban dwellers?  Do the young professionals continue to identify with 
their rural heritage or does their relocation to the city spell a new cultural identity?   
Despite the changes that are going on in rural Costa Rica, one thing seems to 
persist in the countryside- a local food system.  I would like to conduct more research in 
rural Costa Rica to get a better handle on food production and consumption patterns in 
the countryside. We live in an age where we see a national movement to resurrect local 
food production and consumption.  Farmers markets are booming, while books about 
slow food and local food are hitting the best-seller lists.  Meanwhile, our foreign policy 
continues to promote the expansion of a global food system, breaking down trade barriers 
that once upon a time protected small producers of food in poorer nations.  Why and how 
do rural Costa Ricans maintain their local food systems, even as they face pressure to 
abandon small-scale, subsistence food production?  To what extent has their food system 
become more regionalized or global as compared to ten or twenty years ago?  How are 
packaged, mass-produced foods working their way in to the out-of-the way corners of 
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rural Costa Rica and how do the people who live there think about packaged, non-local 
food products?   
Looking at all three of these strands of inquiry from my dissertation research will 
help inform broader questions about development and change in rural communities not 
only in Costa Rica but throughout the world.  They help us think critically about what we 
mean by development and change, what development and change look like in a local, 
grounded context and what current trends can teach us about the future of rural areas both 
in Costa Rica and in other regions of the world experiencing similar phenomena-  
increasing educational opportunities, opening up of agricultural markets, an increasingly 
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